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Upon the completion of my master’s degree, my first assignment was at the 
Borough of Manhattan Community College, teaching biology and general 
science. Most of my students were slightly younger than me but not by much. 
I was twenty-four years old. One of these students was an African American 
young man, let’s call him Steven, who was doing well but, suddenly, stopped 
coming to class. At first, I thought he was ill, but after two weeks I decided to 
call his home. I asked how he was doing and why he seemed to have dropped 
out of my general science class. He responded: “Well, Professor Marti, the 
truth is that I don’t want drop out. I enjoy your class and I miss the interac-
tion with other students.” I inquired about why then did he stopped attending.

Steven’s response truly changed my life.
He said: “You see, live in Harlem and I have lived there all my life. The 

first time I ventured downtown was when my buddy and I came to register at 
the college. We always travel together to protect ourselves in this area of NY. 
It is dangerous to be black in NYC.” I could not believe my ears! I know that 
this was 1966 and the Civil Rights Act was no more than two years old, but 
for a kid to be afraid of traveling by himself to Manhattan was almost impos-
sible for me to fathom. But there was real fear in his voice. 

It was 1966 and I had just completed my courses toward my PhD in biol-
ogy. I fully expected to dedicate my life to the exploration of basic research 
in cell biology. But Steven’s response made me realize that through teaching I 
could change peoples’ lives, and the rest is history. This experience made me 
grasp that teaching in a community college is much more than transmitting 

Foreword



viii ﻿﻿Foreword

knowledge; that community college teachers must consider all the factors that 
impact the learning experience. There is an inherent beauty in researching 
how students learn. To what extent must a teacher counsel students in life-
impacting decisions? How do we nurture the learning process in an environ-
ment that has a double normal curve of students’ preparation and ability? 
How do we keep prepared students engaged and how do we help those who 
lack the preparation to meet the rigor of the curriculum?

Teaching at highly selective institutions with well-prepared students is 
very different than teaching at less selective colleges and universities. Faculty 
members teaching at any higher education institution are not required to take 
courses in pedagogy, classroom management, or leadership. Faculty mem-
bers at less selective colleges and universities generally have larger teaching 
loads and their task is greater than simply translating knowledge in an elegant 
manner. As the graduation and retention rate in nonselective colleges is low, 
“all hands-on deck” are needed to ensure that the American Promise of better 
life after completing college is kept.

The fact is that at less selective colleges and universities much of the insti-
tutional commitment is at the periphery of the classroom activities. To scale 
up the successes achieved in some colleges we must engage the members 
of the faculty, the people at the frontline of the learning process. Yet, they 
are asked to do so much more than they bargained for when they applied to 
be considered for the job. This book addresses an important way to assist 
faculty members attain leadership skills necessary to achieve the promise we 
make to entering freshmen. In addition, administrators, trustees, and staff can 
benefit from a better understanding of what is needed to meet the Completion 
Agenda.

Training programs are short in duration and highly focused. Some colleges 
have adopted centers where faculty meets and discusses the latest techniques. 
This informal process, a well-designed “teachers’ lounge,” can serve as a 
haven for teachers to discuss matters affecting the very difficult problems 
encountered in the classroom. In some cases, there is a formal set of lectures 
that provide continuing education units. In others, the informality of the 
“lounge” is conducive to creating mentor-mentee relationships.

Colleges and university hold members of the faculty accountable by con-
ducting classroom observations of untenured professors, chairman end-of-
year evaluations, student evaluations and peer reviews. It would seem that 
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these processes are sufficient to maintain accountability in the classroom. 
However, it is clear that even the best teachers are faced with the almost 
impossible task of remediating all the factors that contribute to a student 
dropping out or failing the course. It is clear that leadership is an important 
ingredient for success. Mr. Holland makes a good case that teachers must be 
leaders and provides an excellent example of how the Instructional Leader-
ship Academy (ILA) in his state has been used to develop this leadership 
mentality throughout the faculty ranks.

In this book, the question of the type of leadership needed to thrive in a 
nonselective environment is addressed. Accountability is ultimately mea-
sured by student success, although nonselective institutions that are not 
homed in on the Completion Agenda goals seem to accept the inevitability of 
student failure. All of us have heard faculty members say: “I will not lower 
my standard to accommodate the wishes of the administration” or “I have lec-
tured this way for over twenty years, and you can’t make me change.” These 
are the very faculty member that must be held accountable.

In the academic world, it is peers who can most effectively influence recal-
citrant faculty members. There are many protections, from Academic Free-
dom to Union contracts, to university traditions that make it very difficult to 
convince a tenured member of the faculty to change their methodology. But 
good institutional leadership creates an environment wherein all members 
of the faculty come together as group to ensure that the greatest number of 
students succeed without lowering standards, as evidenced by the ILA data 
and testimonials Mr. Holland shares. This book is a good tool that can spark 
discussion among the “functional circles of power” of the faculty and not the 
traditional lines of authority.

The administration must consider the classroom instructors as “partners in 
the enterprise.” The traditional ranks could be translated as assistant profes-
sors being junior partners, associate professors as being associates, and full 
professors as full partners. If one considers members of the faculty in this 
manner, and not as employees, the need for support becomes obvious. The 
responsibility of the institution is to provide the support needed by junior part-
ners to be good enough to become a Master Teacher or a Full Partner (Profes-
sor). We are all in this together and there are no superior ranks but simply 
less experienced partner. And the most important support that any institution 
can provide is to have a safe environment that encourages experimentation, 
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corrects mistakes, and enhances leadership skills. Clearly, there are members 
who don’t fit and, after receiving due process, must be held accountable. But 
the vast majority of faculty members want their students to be successful and 
they will welcome any support that is provided by the peers or the administra-
tion. In this book, Mr. Holland provides strategies to achieve this higher level 
of collegiate development.

Teaching is a difficult profession. Most people think of college as it is 
depicted in popular culture: young people crazed by sexual desires, drinks, 
and partying. When I hear someone criticizing faculty members because 
they work “only” fifteen hours, nine hours, six hours per week, I cringe. 
When I hear people demeaning the profession because we have summers 
off, or are eligible for sabbatical leaves, I fume. A college professor must 
lead insecure young adults and not-so-young adults through trying times. 
Think of a woman living in a trailer in the mountains of your state without 
a car and, literally, risking her life to come to the local community college. 
This is a true case. Her boyfriend, in a rage of jealousy, beat her because 
she was trying to be better than he. She finally got her nursing license and 
was able to leave the trailer and take her two kids away from him. When I 
was teaching her anatomy and physiology, I was able to help her get protec-
tion and psychological help to get through the curriculum. This is just an 
example. I already mentioned Stephen who needed to feel secure enough 
to attend my classes.

These types of situations are what teachers of nonselective institutions 
and community colleges face on a daily basis. And, in addition, they may 
be required to perform research, attend a myriad of meetings, and publish in 
order to be promoted. Good institutions recognize this difficulty of the profes-
sion and provide mechanisms to support all the faculty through their tenure. 
This does not end with the full professorship, for the highest ranks also need 
encouragement to stay fresh and not get jaded by all they have seen through 
the years. I believe that this book addresses the issue of faculty development 
in an excellent and practical manner.

Mr. Holland’s description of Improvement, Constant And Never-ending 
(I-CAN) practice at Wallace Community College—Dothan (WCCD) is effec-
tive in relating how an institution can scale-up support services and faculty 
development that result in increased retention and student success. KAIZEN 
or continuous improvement is essential to a well-organized, well-accepted 
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institutional program designed to enhance the chances of success for under-
prepared student. But the thread that weaves together programs such as 
I-CAN is leadership—the actions that inspire a college community to collec-
tively embrace innovation without fear or coercion. That is what makes this 
book so very important. This book posits that a culture that encourages effec-
tive faculty leadership is an essential component of a successful institution.

The COVID-19 crisis has caused teachers to re-examine the profession. 
For some, this was a time for inspired innovation, while for others, it was a 
time for despair; in either case, the crisis has made us look at what we do in 
very different ways. Leadership in the classroom is an essential ingredient 
for student success and for a very long time we have blamed the student, the 
family, and/or the household situation. All these are valid, but a good faculty 
member must find ways to address each individual student as a particular 
case and treat them as their own offspring. For, after all, we are to one degree 
or another in loco parentis. Regardless of one’s chosen field of study, the 
overarching discipline in a teaching college is pedagogy. This book clearly 
addresses these issues in a clear and effective manner and will inspire you 
to adapt your strategies and techniques to achieve maximum effectiveness.

Eduardo Marti
Author of America’s Broken Promise: Bridging the 

Community College Achievement Gap
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In a time where the Completion Agenda has been described as “the most 

important reform of our lifetime” (T. O’Banion), it is imperative that we 
look beyond the promise of boutique programs and small-scale initiatives 
to inspire meaningful change for all students. Although these programs may 
provide the support needed to increase student success for participating stu-
dents, they seldom result in substantial increases in retention and completion 
across the institution. Adopting a more at-scale approach requires instruc-
tional leadership, but more importantly it requires more leadership within 
our faculty ranks—something that directly leads to enhanced engagement, 
collaboration, and innovation.

Although it is understood that a book should have a clear and defined audi-
ence, I argue that leadership is an action, not a position or title. Instructional 
leadership, therefore, must come from within the faculty ranks and with the 
unwavering support for instructional innovations by the institution. Leader-
ship and lifelong student should be synonymous.

Starting with the premise that all great teachers lead and all great lead-

ers teach, readers can see the benefits of practical and direct discussions 
grounded in basic concepts applicable for administrators, teachers, coaches, 
and parents—basically anyone who has an influence over others. For this 
reason, this book is written to deliver fundamental insights which support 
learning with a myriad of examples and strategies that can be immediately 
implemented to support equity in opportunity for all. It is written in honor 
of all those educators before us who inspired us to seek more effective ways 
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to enhance learning and establish values and behaviors that can lead to more 
opportunities in life for our students.

Whether you are a faculty member, department chair, divisional direc-
tor, instructional dean, parent, counselor, or coach, this book is designed to 
persuade you that teachers lead and leaders teach. Training our focus on the 
teacher-leader connection uncovers the values, attributes, and strategies com-
mon to each of these positions. It also reveals their common goal: inspiring 
others to do what they need to do even when they may not want to or feel 
they cannot do it.

This inspirational goal of providing a learning environment which moves 
others beyond their self-perceived limitations is shared by all leaders, whether 
they lead students, athletes, employees, soldiers, or others. By viewing learn-
ing through the lens of constant improvement, and improvement through 
the lens of positive change, we can begin to implement the comprehensive 
change that will activate the Completion Agenda at scale and in community 
colleges across the nation.

Understanding your time is too valuable and the mission too important; this 
book is written to maximize the benefits of your time. This book will not only 
inspire you to action but will provide a return on investment through your 
personal empowerment of others that will well exceed the time you spend 
reading this book. You are encouraged to highlight those areas that resonate 
with you and seek additional research for any areas you may question.

The approaches discussed in this book are transferrable to the classroom, 
the boardroom, the ball field, the battlefield, and life itself. These applicable 
approaches have been practiced in the crucible of the classroom, the depart-
ment, then division-wide, college-wide, and ultimately, system-wide and are 
discussed in a practical manner to facilitate action. Your willingness to learn 
more about instructional leadership by reading this book speaks volumes for 
your desire to serve others!

It is prudent at this point to clarify what this book means by “leadership,” 
as well as to explain the argument that teachers should continue to develop 
the art of leadership while ensuring it is grounded in the science of human 
behavior. It has been said that management requires persuading people 
to do things they may not want to do, while leadership requires inspiring 
people to do that which they may never have thought they could. Teachers 
provide leadership on a daily basis to their students—as do parents to their 
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children—by inspiring them beyond their comfort zones and self-perceived 
limitations.

When teachers embrace constant learning and growth for themselves 
through self-reflection, they become better prepared to provide leadership for 
both their students and their colleagues. They become better able to motivate 
a group of people toward achieving a common goal. When, on the other hand, 
teachers do not embrace constant learning, or when an institution or depart-
ment does not have enough buy-in for innovation and constant improvement, 
then it is very difficult to foster effective leadership.

Over the years, the traditional silos that have existed among faculty have 
hindered opportunities to expand positive influences team-wide. When silos 
are removed and intentional and positive interactions are created among a 
department or team, the members initially operating with a greater degree 
of vision, purpose, and positivity become evident. Although these members 
may not have a leadership title or position, it is through their optimism and 
encouragement that they inspire others to action—whether intentional or 
unintentional.

This “lead-by-example” approach can be the most effective at inspiring 
children, students, new teachers, and seasoned faculty alike, and it can also be 
applied to the committees on which you serve. This approach requires the use 
of initiative and is a reason you should never ask permission to lead as you 
will know when it is time. There is a magical power in boldness, especially 
when it sends a positive message of hope for a better tomorrow.

To effectively influence colleagues, as well as students, it is necessary to 
understand obstacles to growth inherent in human nature. Therefore, for each 
scenario, strategy, activity, or approach mentioned in this book, you will be 
asked to use self-reflection to assess your answers to three questions. First, 
you will be asked whether you are already doing the described action. If you 
feel you are already doing it or have done it, the question becomes how you 
can more intentionally produce the desired action.

The final question asks how this action can be promoted throughout your 

team. This team may be your department, your division, or your entire institu-
tion, although starting with a more manageable and progressive team can then 
inspire action in larger teams. You can approach this work through frequent 
brainstorming sessions focused on what can be done to enhance the intellec-
tual and emotional rigor of learning in the classroom. It is through activities 
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such as this, and with accountability for the goal of the team, that leadership 
can be developed. This is the goal of leadership, whether in the classroom or 
departmental meeting—to develop more leaders.

According to Inside Higher Ed, wholescale innovation is never easy to 
implement: In the past, other than a few exceptions, major institutional 
innovation only occurred “where . . . the institution faced the prospect either 
of taking direct action or of losing accreditation or of being forced to close. 
Innovation, in almost all of these instances, was a matter of survival.” (Dia-
mond, 2006). Too often, survival conditions provide the forcing function to 
ignite change and innovation. What is required to support change when the 
stakes are not quite so high is a broadly implementable program based on 
learning that seeks to provide equity of opportunity through education, rather 
than inequity through an initiation process.

Such a program depends on leadership development. This may push read-
ers beyond their limitations, but history has shown that these limitations are 
usually self-imposed and can be overcome, sometimes in surprising ways, by 
encouragement. This is why the power of encouragement is used to inspire 
readers to move beyond their comfort zone to become more effective leaders 
who inspire others.

As stated by Paula Rothenberg, “If education is about learning to see the 
world in new ways, it is bound, at times, to leave us feeling confused or angry 
or challenged. And this is a good thing. Instead of seeking to avoid such feel-
ings, we should probably welcome a degree of discomfort in our lives and 
feel short-changed if it is not present.”

This book is designed to challenge the reader’s existing paradigms. 
Although we may find comfort in those who agree with us, we can find 
growth in those who do not. This not only applies to our approach to teach-
ing, but it is also applicable to the core competency of critical thinking—a 
prerequisite to problem-solving—for both students and teachers.

In addition, this book focuses on the one variable that is absolutely cru-
cial to meeting the goals of the Completion Agenda: educator involvement. 
Educators, after all, are the ones who can and must implement effective 
instructional and support strategies for a deeper and more meaningful learn-
ing experience (and for a more diverse group of students). The teacher’s 
ability to enhance learning is powerful and has been helpfully articulated by 
Terry O’Banion: “If we are to improve on our record of student success, the 
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role of the teacher in creating learning must become the primary focus of the 
Completion Agenda.” This book was written to argue for a primary institu-
tional focus on creating and supporting teachers in and out of the classroom: 
It is essentially a guide to help faculty successfully navigate their work in 
becoming teacher leaders.

Research consistently shows that quality of teaching matters more to stu-
dent achievement than any other aspect of schooling (Sanders and Rivers 
1996; Opper, 2019), although peer tutoring offers another effective form of 
“teaching.” Unfortunately, community college and university teachers are not 
required to have formal training in leadership, pedagogy, or support strate-
gies. Although this book provides numerous activities to inspire and facilitate 
intellectual rigor among educators, the primary focus is on offering educators 
and instructional leaders a powerful fundamental educational philosophy and 
communicating the neurology of learning and its impact on teacher—and 
therefore student—success.

Along the way, this book also offers high-impact teaching strategies 
informed by philosophy and neurology that can be immediately implemented 
to increase student learning and close achievement gaps. For those of you 
who may already be familiar with or are using some of these strategies, it is 
important to focus efforts on becoming more intentional in your approach 
to these strategies. This book makes the most of research indicating that 
the “human factor” is the most significant common factor among effective 
teachers.

***

A K–12 teacher, college instructor, division director, dean, and president 
have one thing in common: They are each responsible for inspiring people 
to operate at a higher level of effectiveness. Because of this crucial role of 
instruction, anyone who serves as a source of inspiration should be consid-
ered one of the most important leaders on campus. This is perhaps more true 
of educators than anyone else: Their efforts have more of an impact on clos-
ing achievement gaps and aiding student learning and success than any other 
aspect of schooling.

For educators, learning to become effective leaders means being able to 
navigate change and being ready to take advantage of a powerful influence 
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on students and colleagues. This, in turn, typically requires people to do that 
which they may not want to do but need to do. We can help teachers become 
leaders by providing an environment conducive to constant improvement and 
growth and by leading—and encouraging everyone else to lead—by example.

“Navigating change” means undertaking a journey. The journey is not 
straightforward but filled with different options that require a number of deci-
sions on the way to a final destination. It also requires a mindset of constant 
improvement fueled by a sense of positive restlessness. This mindset uses 
mistakes as opportunities to improve, but it strives to allow only new mis-
takes. In the context of higher education, this mindset allows for maximum 
improvements in a minimum amount of time in the journey to providing 
equitable learning opportunities for all.

However, as with any journey with multiple routes, a clear plan and path 
to begin this adventure will ensure the travelers meet their destination. Just as 
in life itself, the path of least resistance requires the least amount of energy 
because it has the least number of challenges and frustrations. However, it 
also usually leads to the least amount of progress and personal fulfillment.

For teachers, personal fulfillment is directly proportional to student learn-
ing, empowerment, and increased confidence. In other words, the route teach-
ers decide to take has a profound impact on the options and opportunities 
available to students, as well as the children or future children of students. Of 
course, it also has a profound impact on the teachers.

This book guides readers along a route filled with spectacular views on the 
way to becoming a trailblazing educator. The views may appear to constantly 
shift, but that’s always the case—only the lead dog on the sled sees the chang-
ing views! In fact, the path is so enlightening and empowering that it must 
come with a warning: If you do not wish to experience the overwhelming per-
sonal satisfaction that results from directly impacting learning for all students, 
and especially the most underserved students, this book may not be for you.

Also, if you do not wish to experience immediate and overwhelming stu-
dent motivation to learn, especially from those with limited past success, the 
information in this book may not be for you. If you do not wish to expand 
your influence in a way that can transform education, create more opportu-
nities in your community, and enhance social justice, simply disregard the 
proven strategies and concepts provided in this book. In addition, if you do 
not wish to empower your personal and professional life with a purpose and 
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passion reserved only for the most determined and committed, now is the 
time to stop reading.

If, however, you are looking for information guaranteed to expand learn-
ing and growth for both you and your students, you have come to the right 
place! Chapter 9 will provide evidence that shows when faculty are provided 
an environment with high expectations and a positive, respectful applica-
tion of training, accountability, support, and encouragement (TASE), they 
respond with amazing degree of innovation and passion. The testimonials in 
chapter 9 indicate the abundance of faculty who can confirm the profound 
impact the information in this book has had on both their personal and profes-
sional lives. It can—and will—impact you, too.

The acronym TASE is one example of many that conveys the need to strive 
for balance in our strategic approaches. The high level of training needs to be 
balanced with a high degree of support in order to maximize learning. Since 
accountability can sometimes be perceived as less than positive, balancing 
it with an abundance of encouragement is crucial to maximizing buy-in and 
performance—for both teachers and students.

In this book, educators are provided with proven high-impact strategies 
supported by recent advances in cognitive science and brain physiology. 
These are universal strategies that can be adapted to any subject matter at 
any level. Furthermore, because these strategies support productive neuronal 
growth, they ensure maximal learning for a greater diversity of students. 
Combining the strategies with a positive can-do growth mindset and a what-
ever-it-takes attitude creates a dynamic learning environment where mistakes 
become opportunities to learn, and where teaching and learning become 
mutually rewarding, as well as fun. This leadership mindset allows educators 
to foster a culture of inquiry and constant improvement.

If education is about learning to see the world in new ways, it is bound, at times, 

to leave us feeling confused or angry or challenged. And this is a good thing. 

Instead of seeking to avoid such feelings, we should probably welcome a degree 

of discomfort in our lives and feel short-changed if it is not present.

—Paula Rothenberg

It is important to acknowledge that higher education faculty did not invent 
the current system of education, but they adopted it. The old system, which 
served us well in the past, is not as effective for meeting the demands of the 
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twenty-first century. This past system focused on the transmission of knowl-
edge, which was needed in a world with limited access to information, so the 
approach of “covering content and testing” was deemed sufficient. Today, 
however, educators need not just new tools but a new mindset. In fact, the 
educator’s mindset can significantly increase learning, attendance, retention, 
and completion.

Today’s research on learning offers overwhelming evidence that, in higher 
education, it is not a matter of knowing what to do but how to do it. Because 
we can only do better once we know better, this book provides the informa-
tion needed to “know better.”

COMMUNITY COLLEGE TEACHING

Because teaching in higher education does not require previous formal 
training in teaching and learning strategies, many instructors are left to 
determine which strategies they are most comfortable using to reach their 
students. However, the community-college focus on learning demands 
instructors adopt the strategies by which students can learn most effec-
tively. This can produce a disconnect.

Effective strategies are not always obvious, and holding faculty account-
able for something they have not been trained to do is no more appropriate 
than holding students accountable for that which they have not been trained 
to do. Instead, the institution must ensure an environment of clear and high 
expectations, followed by the TASE needed to ensure constant improvement. 
This book can help.

Although the community college differs radically from the battlefield, the 
two environments have some things in common. Because of the battlefield’s 
many variables and challenges, the military developed an acronym to assist 
during crisis and chaos. KISS—or Keep It Simple Stupid—reminded sol-
diers and company to stay focused on the simple by adding the emphatically 
demeaning term, stupid. In education, KISS serves as a reminder to always 
go back to basics when things seem to be in disarray. This is the reason for 
this book’s many reminders for readers to KISS!

The approach is grounded in the basic fundamentals, which is where the 
word “simple” comes from. KISS is an approach that not only serves edu-
cators as they go through the transformations required to maximize student 
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learning and meet the goals of the Completion Agenda but also provides a 
valuable skill for student success in academics and in the workplace.

However, in a team approach, complexity can actually create chaos and 
lead to apathy. Breaking problems into smaller steps and then focusing on the 
first step helps initiate action on all fronts. As it relates to learning, the more 
educators and students practice the fundamentals, or the basics, the more 
relevant the details become; conversely, without an understanding of the 
fundamental concepts and principles, details are irrelevant and quickly lost. 
This is another way this book focuses on KISS, by reiterating core concepts 
affecting learning throughout the chapters.

These core concepts support the insights shared in this book that were 
gained from my thirty-five-plus years in education, including the insights 
gained from the many professional educators with whom I have had the 
pleasure of working. Many of these educators provided the encouragement I 
needed to persist through the challenges of teaching, especially in the crucial 
first five years teaching chemistry and physics in the high school environ-
ment. Even though this time in K–12 was challenging, it provided an oppor-
tunity to work in industry for two summers, as well as to conduct research at a 
US Aeromedical Facility for two summers, and these experiences contributed 
to my growth as an educator.

Also, the contributions of those students and faculty who were more resis-
tant to changes implemented to increase learning should not be overlooked. 
This resistance challenged us to seek more effective ways to inspire and 
facilitate learning for these students and faculty, with a heightened emphasis 
on using more data and research to explain the “why” behind the process. It 
was this “why” that created the relevancy needed to ensure buy-in, and ulti-
mately, ownership.

Although twenty-seven of my years in education were served in the class-
room, the number of extra classes taught over these years puts my full-time 
teaching equivalence at just over thirty-eight years. Yet, it was not the num-
ber of years or the variety of courses taught that truly contributed to my ongo-
ing education—it was the variety of formats. The different formats required 
constant adjustments through adaptation and improvisation in order to be as 
effective as possible in the classroom.

These multiple formats are credited for shortening the learning curve in 
adopting more effective paradigms. Whether the courses were traditional, 



xxii ﻿﻿Preface

hybrid, online, telecourses, or correspondence, each required a unique 
approach to achieve maximum effectiveness; in fact, “maximum” became a 
rabbit that would be continuously chased (even if it could never actually be 
caught).

Differences in formats have also applied to the length of term, whether it be 
fifteen-, ten-, seven-, or five-week sessions, or one-, two-, three-, or four-days-
a-week formats, or day, night, and weekend deliveries. It was truly a blessing 
to have taught in each of these environments: They provided the inspiration 
needed to avoid complacency. Such format diversity served as evidence for 
my belief that experience is much more correlated with the amount of change 
and constant improvements (another phrase for lifelong learning!) made over 
time than it is with simply adding the number of years on the job.

It is important to note that while the formats have differed, many of the 
classes required the same basic strategies and concepts. The differences were 
rather in the specific activities (or the details) necessary to reach as many stu-
dents as possible. As reiterated throughout this book, details like these only 
become truly relevant after the basic concepts are in place: Just as it is for the 
student, so it is for the teacher.

While the classroom provided the training ground for a journey through 
constant improvement in teaching strategies, learning was also significantly 
enhanced outside the classroom. Ten years of coaching basketball at the high 
school and community college level provided much-needed lessons on teach-
ing and motivation, and I learned that players who may not have had much suc-
cess in the classroom could learn multiple and complex offensive and defensive 
plays. In some ways, I saw on the basketball court what I already knew from 
the classroom—we are not dealing with students incapable of learning.

Prior to entering the field of education, four plus years of military training 
as a paratrooper and commissioned officer in the US Army also contributed 
significantly to my insights and development as an educator and leader. Just 
as in coaching, many soldiers who had limited success academically were 
able to learn and perform at a level well beyond the average person, and under 
some of the most stressful conditions imaginable.

Lessons learned from both these fields were valuable in the classroom set-
ting and reiterated the importance of holistic student development—enhanc-
ing learning outside the confines of the actual course content. Observations 
as a military officer and as a coach confirmed that the “basics” that support 
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growth and development are common to military, sports, business, and edu-
cation. Starting with these commonalities can open the door for more effec-
tive collaboration between different fields or disciplines.

This short time in the military provided exposure to some of the most 
effective leaders and highest-performing teams in the country. As anyone 
who has been a part of a highest performing team—whether in the military, 
sports, business world, or any other organization—can attest, core values are 
perpetuated. These values, especially personal responsibility and account-
ability, are the foundation upon which constant improvement, innovations, 
and true excellence can thrive.

The successes of these teams do not rely on just one leader; training and 
preparation is such that leadership permeates throughout the entire team, cre-
ating an environment rich in adaptation and innovation. All that is required 
for readers to begin the journey to achieve results that may be elusive to the 
less prepared is a mindset cultivated by a desire and commitment to help as 
many students as possible have a maximum opportunity for success in the 
twenty-first century. It is this mindset and commitment that forms the foun-
dational definition of a “professional” educator.

In describing my own leadership journey, the most valuable part of my life 
training and experience cannot be omitted: my parents. Their insistence to 
“say what you mean and mean what you say, without being mean saying it” 
taught me the importance of discipline, integrity, and treating everyone with 
respect, virtues crucial to success as a leader in inspiring others to action.

The core values instilled by my parents were invaluable in establishing a 
foundation upon which future training could be maximized. This advantage 
provided the motivation to help those who may not have had the love, sup-
port, experiences, or encouragement needed to increase their chance of suc-
cess. As with all educators, using our training and experiences to help the less 
fortunate is our way of serving our communities.

It was this desire to positively impact as many students as possible that 
prompted acceptance of a division director position, which I served while 
being a faculty member. Eleven years later there was an opportunity to serve 
as instructional dean at this same college, providing a chance to impact even 
more students. Although it seemed like a major move from faculty to admin-
istrator, the basics, again, were similar: Simply put, teachers lead and leaders 
teach.
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Working with one of the most effective leaders I have known in higher 
education, Dr. Linda Young, contributed greatly to my growth as an admin-
istrator. Using her thirty-plus years of experience as a college president, Dr. 
Young had assembled a team of some of the most committed and competent 
deans and directors in higher education. This time as dean was an enlighten-
ing experience that contributed greatly to my growth as an administrator. 
It was in this intense growth environment where I was challenged once 
again to move well beyond my comfort zone and expound upon the lessons 
learned in the classroom—it was a stark reminder that leaders never quit  
learning!

Six years later, there was yet another opportunity to work with an even 
greater diversity of faculty serving as Vice Chancellor for Teaching and 
Learning for the Alabama Community College System (ACCS). The primary 
focal point for this position was on creating a program which provides the 
supportive environment faculty need to inspire a greater degree of innovation 
in instruction, increase in performance indicators, and closure of achievement 
gaps. Using proven foundational strategies that had already been successfully 
implemented at the classroom, departmental, divisional, and institutional 
level, the Instructional Leadership Academy (ILA) was created and imple-
mented across Alabama.

Although these strategies had already been shared with faculty members 
all across the country through workshops and conferences, ILA provided a 
format by which a year-long collaborative program provided faculty mem-
bers with constant training, support, and encouragement. By tapping into 
the power of diversity of thought from cohorts of twenty-four faculty each, 
positive collaborations across disciplines spurred additional innovations. The 
added advantage of the program was that it allowed for data to be shared and 
celebrated regularly for leading indicators of learning, as well as analyzed 
and targeted for improvement in the case of the lagging indicators of course 
success, retention, and completion.

Prior to the formation of ILA, division directors at Wallace Community 
College—Dothan, AL (WCCD) implemented similar strategies through an 
at-scale philosophy and system called I-CAN: Improvement, Constant And 
Never-ending. This instructional initiative, which was first practiced through-
out the science division, resulted in closing socioeconomic student achieve-
ment gaps while increasing retention and completion, with a 29 percent 
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increase in fall-to-fall retention rates and a 49 percent increase in graduation 
rates in just four years.

It was through these courageous faculty efforts, combined with committed 
institutional leadership, that WCCD was selected as the top community col-
lege in the nation for student success in 2017 by the American Association of 
Community Colleges (AACC) due to the closing of socioeconomic student 
achievement gaps. This Award of Excellence by AACC was not due to imple-
mentation of a boutique program, or even a magical set of strategies unique 
to this institution but was the result of team approach to an intentional growth 
mindset focused on the primary reason for instruction—learning.

Two other community colleges in the state also followed this approach. 
The retention and completion results were strikingly similar for all three 
institutions: The average increase in retention and graduation rates at these 
three colleges was fifteen percentage points. Due to the low rates prior to the 
initiatives, retention rates at all three colleges increased an average of over 
30 percent and graduation rates over 80 percent. WCCD saw a doubling of 
the graduation rate after just six years. These results speak volumes about the 
impact on motivation through sharing strategies and celebrating successes—
especially when data can be quantified.

Our common approach to focus initial efforts on the top-ten enrollment 
courses and developmental courses also led to significant financial gains—the 
three colleges gained almost $4.5 million per year in additional combined 
tuition revenue due to increases in retention rates. Despite the fact that the 
average number of additional students successful in these courses was less 
than two per section, the at-scale approach resulted in a one-year total of over 
2,400 additional successful students for the three colleges combined.

Although all too rare in higher education, these improvements are exactly 
what can be expected when a common group of people make an uncommon 
commitment to the goal of learning for both faculty and students. The key 
to the I-CAN initiative was not with each instructor using all the strategies 
discussed in chapter 6, but that each instructor was implementing something 
new to enhance learning for their students and sharing the results of these 
additions in divisional collaborations.

Action plans submitted to division directors provided the accountability 
needed to ensure participation by all, while also serving as motivation for 
future improvements through the sharing of results for the newly implemented 



xxvi ﻿﻿Preface

strategy or activity. The increases in leading and lagging performance indi-
cators surpassed all expectations and serves as a reminder of the power of 
faculty-driven innovation on student learning.

Reflecting on these experiences, it became apparent that the greatest 
advantage teachers can have in the classroom is the expectation of constant 
improvement for both themselves and their students—after all, when teachers 
quit learning so do students. Approaching each lesson, subject, position, and 
year as a kind of research project can instill a sense of positive restlessness 
which constantly seeks more effective ways to inspire learning in a greater 
number of students.

For me, this advantage stemmed directly from experiences prior to enter-
ing education, experiences where change was not something to be avoided 
but was a welcomed part of the growth process. This adapt-and-improvise 
approach was grounded in KISS, used mistakes as opportunities to improve, 
and required a constant reminder to Quit Taking It Personal (otherwise 
known as Q-TIP)!

When an interaction is taken personally, there is often an emotional reac-
tion as opposed to a logical action. An emotional reaction is an obstacle when 
it is focused more on rectifying feelings than on taking advantage of a teach-
ing/learning moment. Just as addressing a problem too aggressively may lead 
to hasty and careless decisions, so is it true for emotional reactions.

Leaders must allow time for more effective observations which in turn, 
produce more effective decisions. Applying the KISS acronym to this—
teacher/leaders must model this approach by acknowledging mistakes when 
they happen and then taking ownership of them by making the necessary 
adjustments to improve. To maximize the impact of a teaching/learning 
moment, learn to Q-TIP.

Q-TIP may seem like an idiosyncratic method, but it can be a helpful guide 
to effective problem-solving. By using Q-TIP, we can focus on what can be 
changed to improve the situation, which is why it should be the default any-
time leaders feel the need to emotionally respond. It is important, however, to 
recognize that change can be uncomfortable for some and physically painful 
for others. As Dolly Parton says, “If you want the rainbow, you’ve got to put 
up with the rain!” Since rain and storms are enough to discourage most people, 
it also helps to remind students (and ourselves) that they may need to do what 
they have never done in order to achieve that which they have never achieved.
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Since we are wired to accept ideas that confirm our existing beliefs and 
reject those that do not, intentional effort is required to avoid personal biases 
and implement fundamental strategies for maximizing growth, and less 
emphasis on finding excuses to satisfy personal feelings. Q-TIP serves as a 
reminder of how much growth can occur when accepting responsibility to 
change, as opposed to excuses and blame.

This acceptance of personal responsibility is a basic premise to change 
and growth, and therefore, hope—it is not about what we are doing “wrong” 
or whose fault it is, but about what we can do to improve the situation. The 
default for a growth mindset always comes back to the same question—What 
can I do to improve?

Knowing that change, like grief, has a natural sequence of phases that 
must be traversed can help leaders avoid judgmental reactions. Although 
anger follows the initial phase of denial, we can celebrate the fact that we 
are no longer in the first phase—we are making progress! Following the 
anger phase, bargaining, depression, acceptance (buy-in), and ownership 
complete the traditional phases of change. The highest performing teams 
also go through an additional phase of “extreme ownership,” in which team 
members accept 100 percent responsibility for anything impeding their 
attainment of the goals.

Some may be further along the phases of change, maybe a little closer 
to buy-in and ownership. But most of us started at some point with the first 
step—denial. Even though we may each move through the phases at different 
rates, we cannot remain in the denial phase because it undermines growth 
and improvement. This book provides strategies designed to help facilitate 
progress out of denial and through the remaining phases, while foregrounding 
the fact that the most important determinant of successful movement through 
the initial phases is mindset.

The television series, Kitchen Nightmares, is an excellent visual and audi-
tory depiction of transitioning from denial to ownership in a very short period 
of time. Gordan Ramsay, a world-renowned chef and restaurant chain owner, 
has only one week to transform failing restaurants. This short time frame 
for change is a reason for a warning—the initial meeting is not about mak-
ing personal connections, but about shocking the owners out of denial and 
into the bargaining phase as soon as possible. It is this strategy that prepares 
them mentally to be more receptive to suggestions, training, and change. The 
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overwhelming degree of confidence, combined with a positive mindset, that 
is built through this process is evident in the final celebration stages of the 
show. Observing the transition through the phases of change in one episode 
can help leaders better recognize each phase.

Whether it is an administration expecting change from faculty, or faculty 
expecting change from students, it is helpful for those working to implement 
change to view any resistant behaviors as a part of a natural progression 
through the phases of change rather than a character flaw or lack of com-
mitment. A positive mindset can enact—and withstand—major change. The 
minimum acceptable standard for a growth/leadership mindset is a commit-
ment to “maximum effectiveness.” To KISS it: If we desire to either promote 
or achieve a degree of diversity in completion well above the average institu-
tion, we must be willing to develop a level of commitment and persistence 
well beyond the average institution.

Although this level of commitment to growth and improvement will no 
doubt require more work initially on the part of all stakeholders, the work is 
in the service of developing a more effective system of teaching, which ulti-
mately results in less work and frustration. Our responsibility as professional 
educators means we have an obligation to develop this commitment and per-
sistence. In fact, we must use data and observations to constantly improve our 
system’s effectiveness at inspiring and facilitating learning.

This book can help.
To develop commitment and persistence, you must ask two questions:

	 1.	 Do I want to improve?
	 2.	 Am I willing to feel uncomfortable while going through the changes 

required for improvement? Am I willing to put up with the rain in order 
to have the rainbow?

If you answered “yes” to both of these questions, you already have an under-
standing of the natural growth/change process and the initial insecurities and 
uncertainties that may accompany this growth. Realizing that the phases of 
change are a natural process can help provide the motivation we need to 
persist through the discomfort associated with change.

Next, you will need to commit to persistence. Since most instructors, and 
even administrators, chose to enter the field of education in order to make 
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a difference in the lives of students, ask yourself if you have a quota on the 
number of lives you would like to positively affect. If you are reading this 
book, you probably already know there is no quota, that constant improve-

ment is a core (and minimum) requirement, just as it is for a professional in 
any field. This is even more true in education, in which the end goal is all 
about learning.

Because constant learning leads to constant improvement, committing to 
persistence is required to develop the leadership mindset necessary to maxi-
mize results in the classroom. We need not spend time discussing what is 
wrong with our current efforts; we need to spend time learning what we can 
do to become more effective at training students for the twenty-first-century 
workplace.

By concentrating on what can be done to improve our situation, we will 
take advantage of the neuronal aspects of a growth mindset, which helps keep 
the negative emotional center of the brain disengaged. Since the latter portion 
of the brain undermines progress, our effort is intended to shift from blame 
and excuses to a more positive, proactive approach that plans for and expects 
future challenges and improvements. The small and immediate successes of 
this approach serve to further inspire additional changes and improvements 
while instilling a greater sense of hope for faculty and students. After all, isn’t 
this the purpose of a high-quality education?

As a note, the topics in this book are not mutually exclusive. You will gain 
a deeper understanding as you progress through the chapters because the 
basic concepts gain new details, meaning, and relevancy.

***

A child born in poverty in the United States today is more likely to remain in 
poverty than at any other time in the history of this country. This is one reason 
family income is the best predictor of future life success for four-year-olds. 
If this country is to achieve the goals of the Completion Agenda, as well as a 
greater degree of social justice, we must provide a learning environment that 
intervenes in the lives of all students.

This learning environment must support the skills and values our students 
need for success in the twenty-first-century workplace, regardless of the cir-
cumstances of their upbringing. Being born into an environment that does not 
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support attainment of these skills and values should not be a life sentence for 
our students. For professional educators and aspiring teacher-leaders, seeking 
and using more effective instructional and support strategies should not be an 
option but a moral imperative.

I hope that through reading this book, you will not only activate this 
imperative, you will—like a rookie learning fresh new ideas and practices—
be activated by the excitement of new learning. To quote an old saying on the 
farm, “If you’re green, you’re growing. If you’re ripe, you’re rotting!” This 
book is written to help you always feel a little green and growing!

The following serves as a review of a few key concepts from this preface:

•	 In education, KISS serves as a reminder to always go back to basics when 
things seem to be in disarray.

•	 Great teachers lead and great leaders teach!
•	 As Dolly Parton says, “If you want the rainbow, you’ve got to put up with 

the rain!”
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In addition to the many educators that inspired each of us, this book is also 
written in honor of Scott Dukes, a dear friend whose humor and passion for life 
continues to inspire me to this day. Although he left this world much too early, 
his endearing spirit lives on. It is also written in honor of my lifelong mentor 
and dad whose love of people, combined with a relentless work ethic, integrity, 
and solid values, has reminded me to keep it simple, stick to the basics, har-

ness the power of boldness, treat everyone with respect, and never, ever give 

up—because if it is worth having or experiencing, it is worth sacrificing for.
I am forever indebted to the faculty of the Science Department at Wallace 

Community College—Dothan (WCCD) who courageously addressed student 
equity by adopting a learning-centered mindset focused on confronting each 
obstacle to student learning with the question—What am I doing about it? 
With the only unacceptable answer to this question being “nothing,” these 
science instructors served as trailblazers for the college-wide I-CAN instruc-
tional initiative that was implemented several years later. These faculty 
aggressively reimagined a learning environment where academic success is 
not determined by how well students can compensate for ineffective instruc-
tional strategies and limited support, but where a more active and engaging 
learning environment backed by early, intrusive interventions empower stu-
dents to persist to completion.

It was in those earlier years serving as division director for the sciences 
where there was a cultural transformation made possible by the adoption of a 
leadership mentality throughout the division, a culture founded on extraordi-
nary levels of accountability and support. I had not witnessed such an extreme 
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level of ownership since my early days of military service. The early efforts 
of these science faculty—Ann McCarty, Bob Speed, Cindy Robison, Julie 
Fischer, Janet Bradley, Kara Danner, and Todd Tolar—served to inspire oth-
ers to action through their lead-by-example approach to teaching.

I am also indebted to all my colleagues at WCCD for their support and 
encouragement in the transition from twenty-seven years in the classroom 
to serve as their Dean of Instruction through their bold and transformative 
approach to instruction. Operating with a passion and purpose reserved for 
true professional educators, their insightful suggestions and criticisms helped 
drive an initiative focused on maximum improvements in a minimum amount 
of time, achieving the uncommon results expected when a group of com-
mon folks make an uncommon commitment to a common goal and mission 
of inspiring and facilitating learning. Their efforts were a testimony to the 
adage, teamwork makes the dream work!

A special thanks to those WCCD general academic division direc-
tors—Bob Speed, Chris Joiner, Delmar Smith, Rosemary Hunter, David 
Cobb, Kevin Meadows, Zack Kelley, Tara Estes, Lisa Sanders, Julie 
Fischer—who provided crucial leadership during the initial phases of 
our at-scale approach to instructional standards that focused on the top 
enrollment courses. In addition, the leadership provided by the associ-
ate deans—Kathy Buntin, Bill Sellers, and Leslie Reeder— served as an 
inspiration for others to follow. Backed by an instructional support staff 
of Holly Byrd and Tomi Sherlock, this instructional division provided 
the support needed to solidify the effectiveness and efficiency of adopt-
ing a leadership mentality throughout the organization. There are many 
examples offered throughout this book that would not have been possible 
if not for the efforts of these faculty and staff members, as well as many 

others.
I am truly appreciative of several others who provided assistance and 

encouragement in my early years in education. A special thanks to basketball 
coaches Jim Golden, Larry Easterwood, Eddie Barnes, and Johnny Oppert 
for allowing me the opportunity to coach in a sport I love, while also learn-
ing valuable lessons about learning and motivation outside the confines of 
the classroom. Imogene Mixson, Jim Kinney, Alan Borland, Elsa Price, 
John Michaels, Robert Tucker, and Gerald Bryant all served as mentors in 
my early years in the Science Department at WCCD and inspired both their 
colleagues and students with their passion for learning. A special thanks to 
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John Fergus for allowing me the honor to serve as a division director and for 
his contagiously enthusiastic approach to leadership through his deep love 
for people. I would also like to thank Stan Aman, who as dean of instruc-
tion provided the motivation for me to make a move from the classroom to 
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administrative, political, and leadership aspects of their positions is second-
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I would also like to thank the deans at WCCD—Ashley Wilkins, Jackie 
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munity colleges.
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well as the ILA facilitators, I extend my utmost appreciation for their efforts 
to lead a transformation in instructional and support strategies at their respec-
tive institutions. Wendy Wood has been instrumental in assuring the ILA is 
working to constantly adapt and improvise for maximum effectiveness and is 
yet another reason for the success of this program.

Serving as a compensator for the mental stresses of personal and profes-
sional challenges, I would like to thank those on the morning basketball group 
for allowing me the opportunity to continue playing after thirty-plus years. 
Their humor and love for the game have provided an environment where 
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thanks to my Army Paratrooper teammate, Tom Ziegenfelder, for his mes-
sages of inspiration which remind me that “we don’t stop playing because we 
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A special gratitude is extended to all those participants in my conference 
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information shared in these sessions. However, it is my dear friend and men-
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Many arguments are made in this book, but only one is truly fundamental: 
Your success depends more on mindset than skillset. This principle of leader-
ship distinguishes the great leaders in almost every area of life, including the 
workplace.

MINDSET OVER SKILLSET

Understanding the power of mindset separated Coach Vince Lombardi from 
the rest of the pack. Lombardi, the head coach of the Green Bay Packers 
during the 1960s, led his team to three straight and five total NFL Champion-
ships in seven years, in addition to winning the first two Super Bowls in the 
1966 and 1967 NFL seasons. All these accomplishments took place after the 
Packers won only one game in 1958, despite five future Hall-of-Famers on 
their team. In his first team meeting after assuming the head coach position at 
Green Bay in 1959, Coach Lombardi said, “If you aren’t fired with enthusi-
asm, you will be fired with enthusiasm.” He knew that maximizing attainment 
of any skillset required a positive mindset.

In sports, the concept of mindset over skillset is responsible for the under-
dog. The underdog is the competitor who plays but is not expected to win. 
They may be less fit than their competitors, less skilled, and they are certainly 
assumed less likely to win the prize. Yet, underdogs constantly surprise us. 
They play a game in which the odds are stacked against them, but they still 
stand a chance to win it all. If it were not for underdogs, the arena would lose 
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its meaning: They bring the madness to the March NCAA basketball tourna-
ment—anyone who has ever watched “One Shining Moment” knows it is the 
underdogs that inspire sport.

Witnessing any situation—in sports or life—in which the human spirit 
prevails over all odds can be rejuvenating. This kind of rejuvenation has 
been experienced in many community college classrooms across the coun-
try. It can also be seen on the part of the students, who are typically under-
served, underprepared, and under-supported. But it can also be seen on the 
part of community college teachers. While it is easy to see how educators at 
community colleges, frequently responsible for educating up to 300 to 400 
students each year, are the most important leaders on campus, they are often 
underdogs, too.

This is precisely why the first two chapters of this book are dedicated to 
discussing ways to build leadership throughout the organization, which leads 
to proactive problem-solvers throughout the organization. With a system for 
leadership in place, innovation becomes the norm, and silos are abandoned in 
pursuit of maximum learning—for both students and faculty.

GROWTH MINDSET

A mindset-over-skillset philosophy works best with a leadership mindset. 
This kind of mindset is a contagiously enthusiastic growth mindset, and the 
person who has it is focused on constant improvement and operates with a 
positive, proactive, whatever-it-takes approach.

A commitment to constant improvement (lifelong learning, growth mind-
set, positive restlessness, etc.) is part of the definition of a professional in any 
field and is key to maximizing effectiveness as a leader. As will be discussed 
in chapter 4, the Japanese implemented this approach as a national move-
ment after the devastation of World War II and moved from dead last in 
economic performance among industrialized nations to second place in fewer 
than ten years. The unprecedented growth depended on each citizen asking 
themselves each day what they could do to improve something in their lives 
or community—a concept called Kaizen (“change is good”).

Two of the most successful coaches in college football and the NFL this 
century, Nick Saban and Bill Belichick (University of Alabama and New 
England Patriots, respectively), have used the Kaizen philosophy of constant 
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improvement with relentless intentionality in every aspect of performance. 
Working together, Saban and Belichick took a Cleveland Browns team, 
which, in 1991, had given up the most points in the NFL, to one that gave up 
the least number of points just three years later. Although all coaches may 
preach this philosophy of constant improvement, a culture of quality is not 
built around what is preached but what is practiced.

In education, the relationship between taking personal responsibility and 
a unified team effort should be constantly communicated with a courageous 
commitment and crystal clarity (CCs). This concept, which I refer to as 
CC’ing the mission, values, and purpose (MVP), serves educational leaders 
well. It is the responsibility of institutional leadership to obtain buy-in for the 
MVP of the institution, allowing for a more enthusiastic and purpose-driven 
approach to transformation.

The institutional leadership cannot expect faculty to buy into something 
they themselves have not fully committed to. The lack of at-scale com-
mitment to constant improvement in instructional and support strategies 
hinders significant improvements in higher education the most, especially 
in those highest enrollment, first-year courses so crucial to building core 
competencies.

Achieving a culture of quality and inquiry requires not only a growth 
mindset and buy-in for constant improvement but a higher sense of respon-
sibility—ownership. Achieving this level of accountability is much more 
natural when the “why” or relevancy is obvious. Dr. Terry O’Banion’s book, 
Launching a Learning-Centered College (1999), emphasized the importance 
of focusing on learning as the primary gauge of effectiveness. This was a 
revolutionary idea to the old paradigm, whereby less prepared students are 
weeded out and the system was focused on knowledge transmission.

Constant improvement applies to every member of the team because the 
leader’s ultimate responsibility is to develop more leaders. When a team 
adopts this growth mindset and mentality, it significantly enhances efficiency 
because problems are solved at the lowest level possible. This allows faculty 
to solve student issues and problems at the classroom level, leaving admin-
istrators the time to provide valuable training, accountability, support, and 
encouragement (TASE).

One of the most astonishing examples of solving problems at the low-
est level possible occurred at Wallace Community College—Dothan, AL 
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(WCCD), when the secretary for the Allied Health division, who also handles 
student issues/problems for the Instructional Affairs division, made an obser-
vation about the lack of excitement in her position. Instructional departments 
had begun to make proactive approaches to student retention. As a result, she 
said, she rarely had the opportunity to deal with student issues because faculty 
were solving student problems. Looking for a more quantitative description, 
I asked her about how many students she used to see, to which she replied, 
“about three to five a week.” Prompted for her current count, she said she was 
now seeing “about two or three all semester!”

DEVELOPING A GROWTH MINDSET

Training for a growth mindset means focusing on building confidence 
through early, small, and multiple successes, both individually and as a 
team. All highest performing team members have an extraordinary degree of 
accountability to each other and their collective mindset is always searching 
for a more effective approach. Leadership for these teams is evident through-
out the organization, and not just in those with a leadership job title.

An environment conducive to this empowerment and development of 
students and faculty is one with crystal-clear expectations, an abundance of 
encouragement and support, and a high degree of personal and team account-
ability. In this environment, mistakes are opportunities to improve; therefore, 
only new mistakes are allowed. This is a place where inaction is met with 
encouragement and accountability, action with appreciation, and results and 
successes with celebration.

Words matter in this environment. Something as simple as adding the word 
“yet” to the end of every statement about what someone has not mastered 
does wonders in developing a growth mindset. What a powerful message this 
can be when students hear—and repeat—that they can’t do math . . . “yet!” 
The word “yet” provides a quick reminder to students (and teachers) that 
accomplishments are processes that require practice, and, sometimes, more 
practice is all that is required.

Developing a growth mindset begins by asking ourselves the same ques-
tion in response to any problem or issue: “What am I doing about it?” The 
only wrong answer is, “Nothing.” Although skillsets are built over time, your 
mindset sets the limit for skillset development. By taking the lid off this limit 
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to growth and assuming 100 percent responsibility for everything that hap-
pens or does not happen in your area of responsibility, skillset development 
is maximized. Once again, total responsibility does not equal total control, as 
there can be many unpredictable variables when dealing with people. But to 
achieve maximum growth, a leadership mindset means taking responsibility 
and making things happen, not waiting for them to happen.

With this kind of growth mindset, you are always looking to improve. 
Because you are always looking to improve, you approach problem-solving 
positively, which keeps the brain proactive and feeling more in control. The 
reduced stress that results from this neuronal perception of control allows for 
quicker and more focused action, leading to further improvement. The people 
with this mindset realize their efforts control their level of success (internal 
locus of control) and are more likely to persist with additional efforts to 
achieve additional successes. Acceptance of personal responsibility is a result 
of this mindset and is crucial to maximizing personal development.

Keep in mind, however, that the research referenced in this area of behav-
iors, habits, and mindsets is from a cognitive approach and does not address 
underlying issues of causation. Realizing students learn more effectively 
when their unique strengths and personal identities are supported, educa-
tors can take advantage of the vast amount of neurological and pedagogical 
research supporting more effective strategies for teaching and learning.

It is much easier to make connections with students when there is a basic 
understanding of the challenges they face, something essential to inspiring 
change. As it is with most natural processes, the more information educators 
have regarding the cultural challenges of generational poverty and a greater 
understanding of the realities of a survival environment, the less judgmental 
they will tend to be.

When it comes to habits, which are formed by behaviors and mindsets, 
there is just one question that must be asked—How productive are your hab-
its? This self-reflection question may very well be a prerequisite to igniting 
change and developing more productive behaviors and mindsets. Although 
even small changes can be difficult for some, changing an entire mindset 
or system and any unproductive cultural behaviors that may accompany 
that mindset/system may seem overwhelming for most people. As with any 
change, the focus is on small, continuous steps fueled by a burning desire and 
motivation to improve.
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Education was changed forever after Dr. Carol Dweck’s research revealed 
that motivation and achievement were driven by peoples’ underlying beliefs 
about their ability to learn. Those most likely to persist and put in more time 
and effort were those who understood that effort leads to higher achievement, 
while those with a more fixed mindset tend to believe that their efforts do not 
control success and intelligence.

As you can imagine, the fixed mindset is a major deterrent to accepting 
more responsibility for action since the focus is more on the seemingly 
overwhelming obstacles that are outside the internal realm of control. A 
Brookings Institute study from 2012 found that 30 percent of Americans did 
not think their efforts controlled their success, and the percentage was even 
greater in European countries. This study reiterated the need for leadership 
which encourages action and celebrates growth and successes.

According to Dr. Ruby Payne, in her book A Framework for Understand-

ing Poverty (2005), those among the lowest third of income levels in the 
United States identify common attributes and behaviors associated with a 
fixed mindset. For example, a belief in destiny, that efforts do not control 
success, was one of the beliefs common to this group.

It is evident that closing student achievement gaps require developing 
a growth mindset in students, as well as in faculty and staff. Much of this 
mindset depends on understanding how to study and learn effectively—for 
both students and faculty. Having the additional tools and ability to work 
more effectively leads to an increase in performance, which in turn leads 
to a greater sense of internal control that constant improvement is person-
ally achievable. These insights can provide the empathy and understanding 
needed for teachers to seek more effective approaches to learning as they 
realize beliefs, behaviors, and mindsets are a natural result of a student’s 
environment but can be changed with consistent and intentional strategies.

“Just 57 percent of America’s children graduate from high school with 
decent grades and having avoided teen parenthood and criminal conviction. By 
the time children can be reasonably held accountable for their choices, many 
are already behind because of choices their parents made for them” (Brook-
ings, 2012). How will students know what a good choice/decision is if they are 
not educated on the facts and evidence of successful mindsets and behaviors?

A greater sense of hope comes from understanding there are things they 
can do to improve their success in life, just as there are strategies faculty can 
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use to improve student success. On the other hand, a message that variables 
outside the control of students will dictate their success in life is one of mis-
ery, despair, and hopelessness. As it has been since the beginning of time, 
when the human brain is faced with factors it truly cannot control the human 
spirit must find a way to compensate. This is the essence of hope—there is 
always a way to improve, although it may require adopting a new system of 
behaviors and beliefs, something much easier said than done.

According to 2013 research from the Brookings Institute, people who 
follow three rules have a 98 percent chance of avoiding poverty. The rules? 
Graduating high school, getting a full-time job, and being at least twenty-one 
and married before having children (Haskings, 2013). In a personal polling 
of over 1,000 high school students from 2012 to 2014 in orientation sessions 
at WCCD, not a single student raised their hand when asked if they had ever 
heard of these three rules. It is no surprise that stacking the odds against suc-
cess starts with poor decisions earlier in life that lead to an external locus 
of control where students feel that their personal efforts do not impact their 
success.

Should a “high-quality” education withhold information that can help 
students make better decisions that lead to increased chances of success in 
life? After all, how can students be expected to make better decisions in life 
if they are not provided the information that would allow them to do this? 
With so many odds stacked against many of our students, our goal should be 
to maximize their chances of success by maximizing the effectiveness of the 
learning environment in teaching critical thinking skills.

A simple activity to engage students in relevant conversations on how to 
increase their chances of success in life is to have them work in groups to 
determine a top ten list of behaviors that do not require talent or academic 
expertise in order to be effective. This empowering activity can provide a 
starting point for students becoming better students, parents, employees, and 
people. Knowing there are things they can do daily that can significantly 
improve their chances of success in life can provide the hope many students 
need to accept more responsibility for their decisions and behaviors, also 
moving them closer to a growth mindset.

A recent study by Vanderbilt University (Salisbury, 2012) labeled people 
with a growth mindset “go-getters.” The dopamine bursts in these folks 
followed a path leading to areas of the brain (striatum and ventromedial 
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prefrontal cortex) responsible for reward and motivation. Their natural high 
occurred with progress, even just the perception of progress. In essence, “go-
getters” brains were addicted to the dopamine-induced euphoric feeling of 
accomplishment.

This Vanderbilt study even explained ways we can train our brains’ dopa-
mine neurological pathways to be more like those of go-getters. For example, 
we can create to-do lists chunked into smaller tasks, or we can learn new 
material by using 3  ×  5 cards with information chunked into smaller seg-
ments on each card. The cards make it much easier to take short study breaks 
throughout the day, allowing for multiple study sessions and constant review. 
This method further enhances learning, or the perception of progress because 
the number of cards yet to be learned is constantly decreasing, and this pro-
vides motivation for further learning.

For the “slackers” in the study, the dopamine took a different neurological 
pathway. It went to a part of the brain (anterior insula) responsible for emo-
tions, feelings, and risk perception. These folks got their natural high from 
avoiding a problem—the fear of failure prevents a more aggressive approach 
to problem-solving. This helps explain the natural tendency for these people 
to make excuses and place blame. Dopamine in the insula was also associated 
with a decreased desire to work, even if it meant the subjects would earn less 
money. In the real world, “slackers” tend to be more minimum-minded and 
are more concerned with the minimum required to maintain employment, and 
not the more aspirational focus of a growth mindset.

A greater sense of hope comes with an understanding there are things 
students can do to improve their success in life, just as there are 
strategies faculty can use to improve student success.

Unfortunately, when people take a victim mentality approach and blame 
others for their problems, the initial high of not feeling responsible to act is 
followed by longer-term feelings of disappointment and/or increased anger 
toward the system or person(s) perceived as responsible for their prob-
lems (external locus of control). This reduces motivation for action and is 
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associated with the fixed mindset belief that effort does not control success 
and that external factors outside their realm of control determine success.

Since a brain in a fixed mindset state tends to have a much lower sense of 
control, the brain is held hostage to its surroundings and is much less likely to 
implement positive action. It is much more likely, when forced into action, to 
be emotionally reactive and not logically active. Emotions are more quickly 
satisfied with excuses than action, especially when that action carries with it a 
perceived degree of risk. This is the case unless the brain is trained to assume 
more responsibility for its own health and well-being.

The growth mindset of go-getters encourages them to always seek solu-
tions to problems in their life (and thus make continual progress). Those 
with this mindset understand there is a solution to every problem whether 
they have found it yet or not, and they are constantly working to find solu-
tions through continued efforts. However, putting forth constant effort is a 
by-product of realizing that if you want more than the average person has, 
you must be willing to do more than the average person is willing to do. By 
focusing more on the goal, go-getters are less likely to be distracted by those 
frightful little things (obstacles) that hinder progress.

The growth mindset is in contrast to the fixed mindset of slackers who are 
more prone to resort to making excuses; in their mind they are clearly not 
responsible for their own success because they do not perceive their efforts 
control this success. This mindset, if not trained differently, can lead to a 
perpetual cycle of despair. That is why teachers must intervene. Because 
eliminating socioeconomic achievement gaps in higher education is the first 
step toward reducing and reversing the cycle of poverty, educators’ efforts 
must be directed toward providing an environment more conducive to self-
motivation and relevant learning.

Students’ feeling of despair can be turned into a feeling of hope when 
educators teach behavior skills and values essential to success in life. Many 
students need to be taught that it takes discipline to do that which others find 
too uncomfortable: “You can suffer the pain of disappointment or the pain of 
discipline—the choice is yours,” writes Jim Rohn.

Of course, teachers can easily fall into the trap of a fixed mindset when 
they realize archaic practices of the past are not effective for an increasingly 
larger number of students. The emotional attachment to a system can be dif-
ficult to break, especially for those more prone to a fixed mindset themselves. 
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As opposed to the growth mindset, the fixed mindset does not strive to learn 
and identify ways to improve as this would require more effort.

To KISS this concept, the continued use of only traditional methods of 
instruction for nontraditional students is a recipe for disaster. The increasing 
percentage of underserved students requires the most effective learning strat-
egies that support natural neurological functioning. In other words, when we 
teach the way the brain naturally learns, learning becomes easier and more 
motivating.

A recent study by EAB’s Student Success Collaborative found in their 
interviews with students that the students want advisors and faculty to support 
them in cultivating grit and a growth mindset, while also cultivating life skills 
that can enrich their experiences. It is imperative faculty practice and model 
these same mindsets, skills, and behaviors in order to more effectively teach 
these principles. However, it is important to note that some people may have 
more of a growth mindset in a certain area even if it is not practiced regularly 
in other areas of their life.

One of the biggest self-imposed barriers students place on themselves is 
believing they are not cut out for college. This should not come as a surprise 
as the traditional environment of higher education was typically designed for 
those already prone to a growth mindset and supported by an upbringing and 
resources designed to promote this mindset, making an education seem more 
like an initiation for those attempting to compensate for their shortcomings 
without knowledge or training in how to do this.

Cultivating grit and a growth mindset in our most at-risk students and 
reversing their self-defeating mindset means training them to view early set-
backs as challenges to overcome and not proof of their inferiority. Creating 
opportunities for early successes while focusing on developing supportive 
relationships can provide much-needed confidence for these students. Their 
need for early successes cannot be understated, neither can their need for an 
abundance of encouragement to accompany these early successes.

WHATEVER IT TAKES TO LOOSEN THE NUT

Years ago, three of our grandchildren came to live with my wife and me. 
With turmoil in every aspect of their lives, they had many bad habits that 
needed to be broken and growth mindsets that needed to be developed. 
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Homework posed a particular challenge, and their refusal to complete their 
homework, especially on the part of the eleven-year-old twins, drove my wife  
crazy.

One evening I was watching the original 1973 The Exorcist movie in our 
living room when one of my granddaughters walked behind me on the way 
to the kitchen. In a way, it was perfect timing: The actress in the movie was 
tied to the bedposts, hair in disarray, face cut, growling, with her head spin-
ning. When my granddaughter asked, “Oh my, what movie is this?”, I replied 
without even turning around that it was about “some ‘ol girl who wouldn’t do 
her homework.” I continued watching the movie as she proceeded to get her 
water from the kitchen and return to her bedroom.

My wife came into the living room about thirty minutes later and asked 
what I had told our granddaughter. When I inquired as to why she was asking, 
she replied with astonishment, “She is in her room doing her homework!” 
After I told my wife what I had said, she replied that my response was just 
cruel. I informed her that she may call it cruel, but I call it effective—after 
all, where was our granddaughter now? In her room, doing her homework.

Of course, a certain approach may work at one moment and not work the 
next moment. What works with one twin may not work with the other. What 
works in the day class may not work in the night class, but if you are willing 
to do whatever it takes, you will find what works, at least for that moment. 
Little successes like this can fuel motivation for future success. In fact, a per-
son with a leadership mindset holds that it is not always about immediately 
achieving an end result, but about accomplishing the first step, or, to put it 
another way, just getting the rusty nut loose from the bolt.

Although there was a powerful emotional connection made between the 
movie and my granddaughter, that connection was probably based on nega-
tive emotions. I do not advocate for using negative emotions as a first step 
because I prefer to invoke more positive encouragements. However, whatever 
works at the moment to make a stronger emotional connection increases the 
chances of success in this collaboration phase—even if that phase is about 
doing homework.

The celebration phase followed immediately when my wife and I latched 
onto my granddaughter’s efforts and provided an abundance of encourage-
ment and appreciation in an attempt to ensure future improvements in her 
willingness to complete her homework nightly. This example also serves to 
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highlight the value of the three Cs to success for leaders—connect, collabo-
rate, and celebrate.

Too many times in higher education we are quick to label strategies as 
spoon-feeding, entertaining, or high-schoolish. In reality there is only one 
question: Was the strategy or approach effective at inspiring and facilitating 
learning, at developing more of a growth mindset? This is the foundational 
question accompanying any activity, strategy, or decision, and it forms the 
basis of the learning-college concept. Labeling strategies in any way can stifle 
innovation and lead to an increased siloed effect among faculty, where they 
revert to isolationism and discontinue collaborations that could help other 
faculty improve their effectiveness. As the Lumina Foundation states, “It is 
not just that learning matters. It matters most of all!”

Sometimes the learning process cannot start with a simple warning or ver-
bal directive; it must start instead with students (and/or faculty) doing some-
thing they may have never done before. Because this may be well beyond 
their comfort zone, the toughest part is simply getting started. It is imperative, 
therefore, to focus on the first step (meaning, it’s time to KISS it—maybe 
with a more positive tone of Keep It Simple . . . Sweetheart!).

However, once the rust is broken loose and a new high-impact strategy 
is implemented, the intrinsic motivation of sensing improvements is usually 
enough to encourage continuation. Therefore, once the nut is loose, we can 
proceed to accomplishing the goal of removing the nut. For my granddaugh-
ter, the horrifying scene in The Exorcist was enough to get the nut loose and 
to provide the incentive needed to move beyond her comfort zone and accept 
responsibility for learning by doing her homework.

Developing a growth mindset requires the use of a term that may very well 
be one of the most underused aspects of learning: encouragement. The most 
impactful time a person can provide encouragement is anytime another per-
son is learning a skill for the first time, regardless of the skill. Attainment of 
that first step, no matter how small, must be accompanied by an abundance 
of encouragement and appreciation.

When my granddaughter started doing her homework, my wife and I 
showered her with encouragement to continue and appreciation for taking 
the first step. In terms of homework, my granddaughter then realized that her 
efforts did control her success—what a great “rust protector” a growth mind-
set can be! This approach resulted in newfound confidence for her: She was 
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motivated by her own success and our encouragement to build on her first 
step, and she proceeded to finish high school with an A/B average.

ENEMIES OF CONSTANT IMPROVEMENT

In higher education, administrators, educators, and other would-be leaders 
face many enemies to enacting their efforts of constant improvement. Often 
these enemies are simply modes of thought that hinder efforts to take the 
first step of getting the rusty nut loose from the bolt. Sometimes they are 
just words. Once they are identified as such, leaders—and those who seek to 
lead—can begin to develop and enact strategies to thwart enemies and acti-
vate effective solutions.

One of the biggest enemies to a commitment to constant improvement is 
three little words: I will try. When someone says this, it usually means they 
will try if it is not too difficult or too uncomfortable. The Marines understood 
the empty promise associated with trying and communicated it in their slo-
gan, “We don’t accept applications—only commitments.” The slogan argues 
for an enhanced feeling of responsibility toward the mission and goals of the 
organization.

To assist with purpose-driven commitment, faculty leaders, as well as all 
other positions of leadership at the institution, should follow the acronym 
CC-MVP: Constantly Communicate with Crystal Clarity and Courageous 
Commitment to the Mission, Values, and Purpose of the Community College. 
The injunction is long, but it can help potential leaders keep a laser focus 
on the sacred responsibility bestowed upon educators as warriors for social 
justice. It provides a crystallized understanding and reminder of the “why” 
behind the community college mission.

The acronym is also pertinent to the committees upon which you probably 
serve because many committees are responsible for setting institutional stan-
dards. The word constantly cannot be understated. What has been said about 
teacher-leaders is true: If your folks cannot give a good impression of you 
when you are not around, you are not repeating yourself enough!

The next major enemy of constant improvement responds to the most used 
word in mission statements around the country: excellence. The enemy of the 
pursuit of excellence is the good. When, in response to redesigning courses 
with proven high-impact instructional strategies, an instructor says, “I’m 



14 Chapter 1

good,” it usually means they do not see a need or a reason to improve. After 
all, they are already “good.” We often accept this response in education, but 
imagine telling a medical doctor about a new technique or strategy that would 
cut their mortality rates in half, only to have them respond with, “I’m good. 
I am comfortable with my own strategies and don’t need to learn new ones.”

Effective leadership is often uncomfortable. This is why it is important to 
ground leading strategies in data and evidence rather than personal feelings or 
comfort. Eliminating the option of responding with “good,” or at least identi-
fying good as a potential enemy to constant improvement, can help educators 
who want to lead hold themselves accountable. By avoiding the fixed mindset 
of good, educators practice the growth mindset of constant improvement, a 
leadership mindset where “maximum” is the minimum standard.

Often, educators face the common enemy of ignorance. They simply do 
not know what excellence looks like or how to strive for better than good. 
The grading scale used for decades in education clearly labels letter grades 
with a description: A—excellent, B—good, C—average, D—below average, 
and F—failure. Although an A is considered excellent, we have to ask what, 
according to data, “excellence” means. Sometimes, when we explore this 
question, we realize we do not really know what excellence looks like (either 
for us or for others). Sometimes our exploration reveals that our perception of 
our own excellence, or effectiveness, does not match the data.

Educators can begin to adopt a leadership mindset by simply acknowledg-
ing the discrepancy between perception and data or evidence and seeking 
easy or inventive ways to monitor progress. Leaders can begin this work by 
simply sharing data with colleagues. For many, it may be what loosens the 
nut from the bolt and gives others the courage to take the first step to trans-
formational change.

The relative relationship between good and excellence is also clear in 
sports. Many players considered excellent in one league quickly realize 
there is another level of performance and competition in another league. I 
witnessed basketball players that were the top player on their high school 
team struggle in the high-octane environment of college basketball. Compe-
tition in sports, much as it is for the business world, provides the incentive 
for constant innovation and improvement. This is an incentive that must 
come from within for educators, as we internalize the importance of our 
mission. When we develop the leadership mindset throughout our team or 
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department, we make accountability to the team an incentive for constant 
improvements.

The process of understanding our relationship to excellence depends on 
putting excellence in perspective. Consider the words of Cabrera and Phillips, 
who referenced Indian River State College and Miami Dade College ($1 mil-
lion Aspen prize winners), in a 2019 article: “Being an excellent community 
college (or, for that matter, an excellent four-year college) means closing 
the persistent gaps in college-degree attainment that rob our communities, 
employers and our economy of needed talent.” Miami Dade is an incredibly 
inspiring example of institutional excellence: By focusing on determined 
leadership throughout its institution, Miami Dade eliminated the completion 
gap entirely.

At Miami Dade, leaders are so focused on the mission that they are too 
busy doing what must be done to hear all the noise about how it cannot be 
done. They are too busy making things happen to be slowed down by those 
on the sidelines watching things happen (or even wondering what happened). 
Miami Dade shows us that uncommon results become common when a com-
mon group of folks make an uncommon commitment to a common goal and 
purpose, one step at a time. The multiplying effects of at-scale participation, 
no matter how small the steps, combine for the kind of uncommon results that 
qualify as excellence.

Building leadership throughout all areas of the college is the primary goal 
of the Community College Leadership Program (CCLP) at Kansas State Uni-
versity. This doctoral program is based on the work of John Roueche, whose 
pioneering efforts “created and managed the most substantive and most suc-
cessful CCLP in the history of higher education at the University of Texas 
at Austin, which graduated over 600 leaders—one-third women, one-third 
minorities—and more than 200 presidents” (Kinnamon & O’Banion, 2021).

The program goal of CCLP of expanding a culture of leadership, and not 
just management, throughout all levels of community colleges is a formidable 
and worthy goal that is in direct alignment with the AACC’s goal of prepar-
ing leaders at all levels within institutions. This book serves to inspire this 
leadership at the classroom level and in all areas of instruction.

The last major enemy of progress will be familiar to most because we have 
all used them, one way or another: excuses. In my classroom, successful life 
skills and behaviors were discussed by offering students a quote a week. The 



16 Chapter 1

quotes opened up discussion on life skills (including collaboration and learn-
ing), and students were asked on the final exam to write down their favorite 
quote. In every term, the majority of students chose the same one: “You can 
make progress or excuses, but not both at the same time.” This quote reso-
nated with students and provided the inspiration they needed to become more 
positive and proactive.

Although excuses provide the temporary emotional relief of not having to 
endure the uncomfortableness of change, they are an obstacle to progress and 
growth. It is absolutely amazing what can be accomplished when excuses are 
replaced with a leadership (growth) mindset that never loses—it either wins 
or learns! Because this mindset is always seeking the next level of perfor-
mance, learning occurs even in a “win” situation by using insightful reflec-
tions on what can be done to continue improving performance.

Two ex-Navy SEAL instructors, Leif Babin and Jocko Willink, who are 
now consultants for businesses on leadership and team building, once told a 
story. As instructors, they had teams engage in a constant string of boat races, 
requiring the teams to carry 200-pound World War II–relic inflatable boats 
atop their heads to shore, paddle the boat to a specific marker, dump them-
selves out of the boat and get back in, and carry through a path to the endpoint 
back on land. One crew seemed to win almost every race while another came 
in last almost every time.

Out of frustration, the instructors swapped the team leaders in each boat 
crew. Over the next hour, the once-losing team won nearly every race, while 
the once-winning team performed well, but never took first place. On the ini-
tially losing team, the toll of losing resulted in personal excuses and blame. 
But when these same team members were inspired to greater efforts by a 
more contagiously encouraging leader, they began to win. The transformation 
was so obvious that Babin and Willink tried the technique with subsequent 
classes, and they witnessed similar results.

When asked what accounted for the differences in performance, both 
instructors said it came down to two things: first, the new leader of the losing 
team was able to get his team to believe in themselves; second, neither team 
allowed for bickering. This, from my perspective, shows that amazing things 
can be accomplished when we disallow excuses and put a positive mindset 
in its place.

Babin and Willink described this profound lesson as directly as would 
be expected of Navy SEALS: “There are no bad teams, only bad leaders.” 
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Adopting this mindset is paramount for leaders of highest-performing 
teams in any field where extreme ownership is an expectation, although it 
may well exceed the existing mindset of those who are not as far along the 
change (growth) spectrum. Internalizing “bad” as a situational and temporary 
state, the brain is motivated to focus on the more positive aspects of how 
to improve/grow that on the emotional and fixed mindset where feelings of 
insecurity may hinder growth efforts—hence, the acronym Q-TIP.

Babin and Willink pointed out the team’s transformation was contingent 
on believing in themselves. But a leadership mindset can happen even when 
you do not have the faith and confidence to take your own performance to the 
next level. When surrounded by a team of positive, can-do people—or when 
motivated by a positive, can-do leader—everyone’s mindset is more likely to 
change. Even when your belief in yourself is limited, your belief that your 
team can achieve anything can be a powerful boost to self-confidence.

To expound on an adage, “If you hang around three positive, can-do 
people—you will soon be the fourth!” Although no one teacher can change 
education in a community, the potential is unlimited when a group of faculty 
commits to a common goal of providing a more equitable environment for 
success through enhanced instructional and support strategies.

There are numerous examples in sports, military, business, and education 
where ineffective teams were converted to more effective ones by effective 
leadership, and the focus of these examples is usually on one leader initiating 
and championing a change in mindset. Although administrators or managers 
can help maintain the cultural environment of the institution, it takes a lead-
ership mindset to move that culture to a higher level of effectiveness while 
leading faculty outside their comfort zone and well beyond self-perceived 
limitations. This is why Dr. Terry O’Banion (2015) refers to a need for “lead-
ers who will disturb the universe.”

In education, there are some instructors who can take the best strategies 
and find ways for them not to work, while others (teacher-leaders) can take 
much weaker strategies and find ways to make them work. Some can attend 
the best conferences and come back with nothing, while others can attend the 
worst conferences and come back with something positive to implement. The 
goal of leadership throughout the team is to develop mindsets that always 
seek to improve.

It will come as no surprise to hear that many believe the difference in effec-
tiveness of these two kinds of people is a growth mindset focused on constant 
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improvement, a mindset that seeks the next level of effectiveness. Although 
the skillset can be built over time, mindset sets the limit for just how much 
improvement can occur. This is also why educators often say that changes 
in education occur as fast or slow as the leadership allows. This is another 
reason faculty should be considered the most important leaders on campus—
both for their students and their colleagues—as the efforts of teachers are the 
most crucial in improving learning.

If we take away the excuses, it becomes clear that the most effective 
teacher-leaders are the ones who do not wait for things to happen, they make 
things happen. They seek solutions, not excuses; they reinforce common-
alities, not differences; they focus on positives, not negatives; and they see 
opportunities where others see crisis. Teacher-leaders empower others with 
their focused sense of urgency and purpose, while providing the support and 
encouragement needed to transform mediocrity into excellence!

Just as teachers must obtain buy-in from students for the learning pro-
cess, it is the responsibility of instructional leadership to obtain buy-in from 
faculty for constant improvement. This instructional leadership may be in 
the form of more formal positions such as department chair, instructional 
designer, division director, associate dean, or dean, as well as the informal 
teacher-leaders who inspire others through their positive attitude and excep-
tional work ethic.

The impact that finding commonalities can have on a team or institution is 
conveyed by Gardner (1990) who observed that “leaders, whose task it is to 
keep a society functioning, are always seeking the common ground that will 
make concerted action possible. They have no choice. It is virtually impos-
sible to exercise leadership if shared values have disintegrated.” Finding this 
common ground with faculty requires the ability to inspire and motivate. As 
community college leader John Roueche said at a session of the 2013 annual 
American Association of Community Colleges (AACC) conference, “Can 
you motivate the faculty? If not, whatever you’re trying to accomplish can’t 
be done. Leadership is about motivation and inspiration.” It is also about 
“tenacity and not giving up,” he added.

When it comes to community college leadership, John Roueche should 
know because he has set the bar with his pioneering work of creating and 
directing the most successful CCLP in the history of higher education. At 
the 2013 AACC conference, Dr. Roueche commented on the importance of 
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leadership skills throughout the faculty ranks—“Faculty may be well trained 
in their discipline, but community college teachers must also know how to 
motivate students who don’t want to be there or are having academic issues. 
They need to collaborate with groups of students who have historically per-
formed poorly in school.”

Achieving this goal will require leadership mindsets that are always look-
ing to adapt and improvise, while using the common ground of enhancing 
learning to facilitate more effective collaborations between departments.

Most readers know that the viability of the community college system 
depends on our collective ability to overcome the challenges of student learning 
and provide a skilled, educated workforce for the twenty-first century. A proac-
tive leadership mindset throughout the faculty ranks is a prerequisite for meeting 
this challenge and maximizing return on investment for taxpayers, as problems 
are solved at the lowest level possible. Every leader’s responsibility is to cre-
ate an environment conducive to self-motivation with a high level of personal 
accountability for results and, of course, to express appreciation for the effort. 
This is as true for faculty as it is for those in an instructional leadership position.

To reflect on some key points from this chapter:

•	 A leader’s ultimate responsibility is to develop more leaders committed to 
the community college mission.

•	 A growth mindset could also be called lifelong learning, constant improve-
ment, or leadership mentality, and it defines a professional in any field.

•	 Growth mindsets are developed with TASE.
•	 All highest performing team members have an extraordinary degree of 

accountability to each other and a mindset that is always searching for a 
more effective approach.

•	 “You can suffer the pain of disappointment or the pain of discipline—the 
choice is yours.”—Jim Rohn

•	 Achieving a culture of quality and inquiry requires not only a growth 
mindset and buy-in for constant improvement but a higher sense of 
responsibility—ownership.

•	 Little successes fuel the motivation for future successes. It is not always 
about achieving the end result immediately, but about accomplishing the 
first step—just getting the rusty nut loose from the bolt.
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•	 As the sign says on the wall of a Chick-Fil-A restaurant in Atlanta, “How 
do you know someone needs encouragement? . . . they are breathing!”

•	 As has been said about teacher-leaders, if your folks cannot make a good 
impression of you when you are not around, you are not repeating yourself 
enough!

•	 Progress or excuses—the choice is yours.
•	 The most effective teacher-leaders are the ones who do not wait for things 

to happen, but make things happen.
•	 When we teach the way the brain naturally learns, learning becomes easier 

and more motivating.
•	 Although the skillset can be built over time, mindset sets the limit for just 

how much improvement can occur.
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When it comes to the Completion Agenda, boutique programs that do not 
have a laser focus on learning and constant improvement attempt to com-
pensate for instructional ineffectiveness. Many times, this lack of boldness 
in enhancing learning also describes the accrediting process. Instead of 
requiring constant improvement from all employees, colleges attempt to 
compensate by highlighting policy compliances needed to achieve accredita-
tion. The focus may become more on the tasks and less on innovation. The 
same checklist-of-tasks approach hinders learning in the classroom, as well as 
hindering innovation and at-scale improvements for the institution.

IT’S ALL ABOUT THE LEARNING

For the Completion Agenda to succeed, there must first be an institutional 
understanding that all institutional efforts are about learning. This will require 
a significant paradigm shift for higher education because, traditionally, the 
responsibility for learning has been left up to the students. In fact, in that 
traditional paradigm, if a student arrives at an institution without the tools, 
resources, or preparation to succeed, they are typically deemed “not college 
material”—a description that suggests to many students, especially the most 
underserved, that the process is more initiation than education.

In order to achieve equity of opportunity through higher education, educa-
tors must apply strategies that inspire and facilitate a deeper, more meaning-
ful learning for a more diverse group of students. A failure to apply these 

Chapter 2

Establishing a Leadership Ethic
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strategies hinders social justice and deprives a segment of the population of 
the benefits of higher education, both economically and intellectually.

Developing a leadership mentality (through the growth mindset) through-
out the faculty ranks is a prerequisite to modeling this same mindset for 
students, allowing for maximum student success. This mindset finds a pos-
sible solution to every problem, as opposed to the fixed mindset, which finds 
a problem with every solution. Leaders realize there is a solution to every 
problem whether one has found it yet or not, and this provides the motivation 
to continue adapting and improvising.

It would be prudent at this point to emphasize that the use of the word 
leader does not always indicate a titled position of leadership. It describes 
the mentality of accepting 100 percent accountability for everything that hap-
pens or does not happen in one’s area of responsibility. This acceptance of 
accountability does not indicate 100 percent control but simply the responsi-
bility to respond to any issue or obstacle impeding improvement and success.

There are many variables associated with learning that are beyond the con-
trol of the teacher. However, this does not save the educator from constantly 
seeking ways to maximize student learning and success. The essence of 
leadership is getting others to perform at a higher level long enough so they 
can gain the confidence needed to assist others in their journey to constant 
improvement.

Reaching the level of extreme ownership and accountability for action 
should be the goal of all leaders who strive to produce the highest-performing 
teams. They have an intentional plan for addressing variables within their 
control and devise a way to compensate for that which they cannot control. 
One may not be the fastest, strongest, or smartest, but can compensate by hav-
ing a persistent work ethic. If one does not feel he/she is the most naturally 
talented, the chances of success can be increased by adopting more successful 
behaviors and habits.

Teachers may not be able to control the type of students in their classes or 
the prior preparation these students have received, but teachers can control 
the strategies they choose to use to compensate for a lack of prior skills train-
ing. This also relates to two very important life lessons: that life is not always 
fair and that you will not always have the advantage. However, what you can 
do is create advantages through more intentional use of proven strategies, 
better time management, and practicing a growth mindset.
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As previously mentioned, leaders do not wait for things to happen, wish 
they would happen, or complain things don’t happen—leaders make things 
happen through a willingness to compensate by creating advantages. The 
common denominator for compensating for variables outside our control 
is one psychology says is the best indicator for future life success at any 
age—the degree of self-discipline. In other words, the capacity to adapt and 
improvise (change) as needed to compensate for disadvantages and maximize 
successes is a key to success.

As pointed out in chapter 1, in response to any issue or obstacle impeding 
student learning, a leader always asks themselves the same question: “What 
am I doing about it?” The only wrong answer? “Nothing.” This one ques-
tion—and its forbidden answer—has the potential to transform higher educa-
tion by forcing a more proactive mindset focused on expanding learning.

Instead of waiting for things to happen, to change, or to improve, a 
teacher-leader works to make things happen. If they do not know what to 
do, a teacher-leader asks what their colleagues are doing about the issue. 
Or, they research into what other colleges are doing. With the vast amount 
of information and research available online, not knowing what to do is no 
longer an option.

Accepting that doing nothing is not an option is the mandate that promotes 
the growth mindset needed to overcome the challenges of the twenty-first-
century classroom. This is just another way to say constant improvement. 
Any attempt at all, whether by an educator or a student, and whether success-
ful or not, is a stepping stone to further improvements: We never lose—we 
either win or learn.

In education, just as in sports, the only true losers are the quitters. Doing 
nothing is a way of quitting, quitting on students, colleagues, institutions, 
states, and the nation. Since faculty are on the front lines of student perfor-
mance, they must be part of the solution—they must become leaders and 
adopt a positive mindset—or they are part of the problem.

MINDSET FOR EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP

As has been said many times: One thing you need to know about leadership is 
that there is more than one thing you need to know about leadership. Combine 
this statement with the reality that leadership would be easy if it were not for 
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the people, and you get a sense of the challenges associated with leadership. 
Because of the many variables associated with leading a diverse group of 
people, it is important to keep the discussion of leadership as simple as pos-
sible—back to basics and foundational principles. Just accepting the fact that 
there will always be issues when dealing with people can be enough to reduce 
the frustration of unexpected situations.

It is this extreme level of diversity (people, issues, problems, obstacles, 
etc.) in leadership that creates so many dichotomies for teachers. Trying to 
develop relationships essential for building rigor but not crossing the fine line 
of professionalism is one example. Balancing people and the mission requires 
leaders to care about both, but not so much that one is sacrificed for the 
other. The key to maximizing effectiveness is pushing the envelope enough 
for maximum growth, without pushing students into a survival mindset that 
undermines learning. This list below is only a fraction of the dichotomies or 
contrasts teachers/leaders must practice and balance on any given day.

•	 Covering essential content, but not so much content that the quality of 
learning is compromised.

•	 Providing hands-on guidance, but not so much that students become depen-
dent on you.

•	 Providing activities that challenge the students, but not so much they resort 
to apathy.

•	 Providing grades to monitor learning, but not so much focus on grades that 
it becomes more about task completion and less about learning.

•	 Holding students accountable for the rules and boundaries, without being 
so rigid that it curtails learning and does not allow for adjustments based 
on the human factor.

•	 Having an aggressive approach to problem solving, but not so much that 
you overlook key variables and the impact on others.

•	 Providing enough information for students to solve the problem, without 
providing so much that it diminishes critical thinking.

Recognizing dichotomies and addressing old paradigms are keys to adopting 
a more effective leadership mindset for the twenty-first-century learning envi-
ronment, followed by implementing more effective strategies. Most people 
respond to the possibility of change with denial, and this continues to exist 
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until old paradigms, and the excuses that operate within them, are challenged. 
We challenge old paradigms with the same process we use to stimulate criti-
cal thinking in the classroom, by posing questions that challenge students to 
examine a problem from different viewpoints. It is also an essential step in 
self-reflection, reflection that is vital, but sometimes uncomfortable, to a 
teacher-leader’s efforts to constantly improve.

Leif Babin and Jocko Willink’s book, Extreme Ownership (2015), although 
referencing more business-oriented issues, address concepts directly related 
to maximizing improvement for all teachers, coaches, parents, and leaders. 
The same holds true for their follow-up book, The Dichotomies of Leadership 
(2018). It is here once again that Jocko and Leif apply principles of leader-
ship that are directly related to everyone who has an influence on others, and 
especially teachers as they are responsible for building leadership for future 
generations.

In the conclusion of their book they point out that a good leader must be 
“confident but not cocky; courageous but not foolhardy; competitive but a 
gracious loser; attentive to details but not obsessed by them; a leader and fol-
lower; humble not passive; aggressive not overbearing; quiet not silent; calm 
but not robotic, logical but not devoid of emotions.  .  .  . A good leader has 
nothing to prove, but everything to prove.” What leaders are usually trying 
to prove is that the problem can be improved upon, providing much-needed 
inspiration for those yet to realize possible solutions.

Understanding that striving for this balance requires constant change and 
that resistance to change is part of a natural set of phases that must be navi-
gated in order to achieve buy-in, and ultimately ownership, is key to avoid-
ing judgmental responses attributing resistance to personal weaknesses. This 
natural process to achieving buy-in is as true for faculty and staff as it is for 
students.

The acronym Q-TIP reminds us to “quit taking it personal” when dealing 
with inevitable resistance, helping us avoid engaging negative emotion cen-
ters in the brain that are not productive to growth/learning. By “not taking 
it personal” teachers can maximize the teaching and/or learning moment, 
something much more difficult to do when emotional reactions override logi-
cal action. Sometimes, just helping faculty move out of their traditional silos 
and remember that quality of education is determined by combined faculty 
efforts is enough to remind instructors to Q-TIP.
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Unfortunately, anger typically follows denial. This is usually an emotional 
response to a depletion of what we see as our logic (others further along the 
change spectrum may view emotional responses as excuses). Without an 
additional supply of logical responses, anger is directed toward the message 
or the messenger—often the one facilitating the change. This anger and the 
words that accompany it are a direct challenge to the commitment level of 
leaders and provide a reminder to Q-TIP.

The simple but profound saying, “sticks and stones may break my bones, 
but words will never hurt me,” becomes more relevant when we internalize 
its broader meaning. Allowing the words of others to control us to the point 
where we cannot control ourselves is a recipe for misery. However, the good 
thing about the anger phase is that it signals progress: When we feel anger, 
we’re no longer stuck in the first phase of denial!

The mindset for effective leadership and change management operates 
with a greater sense of purpose and passion for learning—a purpose that 
allows for a more naturally encouraging environment of growth. This mind-
set is always the default approach for leaders, as such positive boldness and 
restlessness are highly contagious and the epitome of leading by example.

THE COMMUNITY COLLEGE MISSION—
ACTIVATING THE LEADERSHIP MINDSET

Community colleges are the only postsecondary institutions in this country 
that promise the opportunity of an education for all. Although open-access 
policies seem to provide an equal opportunity for all Americans to achieve 
the dream of maximizing opportunities in life through higher education, the 
socioeconomic achievement gaps leading to unacceptably low completion 
rates tell a much different story.

The very purpose of mission-led education is to effectively inspire and 
facilitate learning with a diverse group of students. It is not hyperbole to state 
that the strength and economy of our nation directly depend on the ability of 
community colleges to fulfill this mission. The challenge requires a commit-
ment to constant improvement with a leadership mindset that uses the most 
effective and efficient instructional means possible to increase learning and 
close achievement gaps.
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Addressing student success is much easier outside the instructional divi-
sion, which is why so many more boutique programs have been created 
through student services. Many of these are designed to compensate for what 
is not occurring in the classroom. However, for institutions committed to 
closing achievement gaps, the instructional division is where the most signifi-
cant improvements in student performance outcomes can be made.

Research in Tennessee (Sanders & Rivers, 1996) revealed that students 
placed with highly effective teachers for three years in a row significantly 
outperformed comparable students on a mathematics assessment (96th vs. 
44th percentile). A Dallas, Texas study referenced by Peter Pillsbury in his 
2016 article, The Impact of Teacher Effectiveness on Student Achievement, 
found that students who had an outstanding teacher for just one year remained 
ahead of their peers for at least the next few years. It also found that when 
a student had an ineffective teacher, the negative effect on achievement was 
not fully remediated for up to three years. This research is supported by addi-
tional data and should provide a crystallized understanding of the importance 
teaching strategies can have on the lives of our students.

The Rand Corporation’s report, Teachers Matter: Understanding the 

Impact on Student Achievement (Opper, 2019), confirmed that teachers matter 
more to student achievement than any other aspect of schooling. This report 
found that a teacher is estimated to have two to three times the impact of any 
other school factor. It also found that effective teachers are best identified by 
their performance and not by their background or number of years of experi-
ence and that their impact is greatest on those students who suffer the most 
educational disadvantages in their background.

Given the outsized influence of teachers in the educational lives of stu-
dents, it is surprising that so few initiatives seem concerned with promoting 
and refining instructional leadership. In 2019, Civitas Learning conducted 
an analysis of over 1,000 student success initiatives around the country, and 
classroom instruction and/or instructors were not even mentioned in the top 
five initiatives. This same study found that 40 percent of the analyzed stu-
dent success initiatives had little or no measurable impact on student success 
overall. Of the 60 percent of initiatives demonstrating a positive impact, 20 
percent were not effective for certain student groups. This apparent trend 
of institutions seeming to avoid initiatives directly related to classroom 
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instruction is probably one reason why so few student success initiatives have 
produced significant results.

Effective teachers are best identified by their performance and not 
by their background or number of years of experience, and that their 
impact is greatest on those students who suffer the most educational 
disadvantages in their background.

Since research overwhelmingly supports the impact of effective teachers 
on closing achievement gaps and creating a more equitable opportunity for 
success in higher education, we must implement more effective instructional 
and support strategies. To KISS it: Creating better students requires using 
better strategies, which in turn helps develop better teachers. The Civitas 
study that showed instructional initiatives were not even in the top five most 
common initiatives provides clear evidence for the lack of progress in closing 
achievement gaps.

It has been said that there are two types of colleges—ones that prepare 
students for the future and ones that allow faculty to live comfortably 
in the past. From a leadership standpoint, that second statement could 
include instructional leaders and administrators who sometimes also live 
comfortably in the past. Understanding the phases of change and what is 
needed to nurture a natural progression through the phases of adopting 
the growth mindset is one of the greatest assets for college leaders and 
one that can facilitate the move from the past to the future. As faculty 
begin to internalize and understand that it is all about the learning, they 
begin to accept constant improvement in instructional and support strate-
gies as a natural process and adopt the growth mindset crucial to constant 
improvement.

But how can we foster and develop this mindset in ourselves and our 
students? The first step in implementation is clearly communicating the 
community college mission and philosophy and holding faculty and staff 
accountable to it. In this instance, Yogi Berra’s words have proven true: “If 
you don’t know where you are going, you probably won’t get there.” A maxi-
mum number of faculty committed to a common goal and purpose is essential 
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to attaining the momentum needed to achieve uncommon results and close 
achievement gaps.

Once this mission is communicated and understood, the second step 
requires personal accountability from all team members. This can be as sim-
ple as asking faculty members to regularly share new activities or strategies 
they have implemented that enhanced learning. This “spotlight on learning” 
can be accomplished via email to all divisional members. The leaders in these 
discussions will surface with the most innovative, positive, or encouraging 
responses. Not only will these posts/emails provide evidence of constant 
improvement where it matters the most—in the classroom—they will also be 
a great motivator for those reluctant to try new strategies.

The third step in integrating a leadership mindset requires showing appre-
ciation intentionally and persistently. To maximize the effectiveness of these 
appreciations they should be personal, specific, and sincere (also known as 
PSS). They should also be communicated regardless of the context. In this, 
we should remember the story of the NFL quarterback (QB) who, on an end-
around sweep, gets a block from the running back (RB), allowing him to gain 
additional yards. On his way back to the huddle, the QB tells the RB how 
much he appreciated the great block.

A lineman nearby heard the QB and asked why his block did not get 
appreciated, especially since he flattened his defensive counterpart. The QB 
replied that the lineman “did that all the time.” To this, the lineman replied, 
“Do you want me to keep doing it!?” This story reminds us that expressing 
appreciation—even to those who are already doing the work—is a great way 
to ensure desirable behaviors continue.

The most effective community college faculty, like those at Miami Dade, 
gauge their success by how effectively they work with their most at-risk, 
underserved students. For many of these faculty members, their passion for 
the community college mission—to provide a truly equal opportunity for 
success—acts as the motivation for their personal commitment to constant 
improvement. This passion and purpose for the mission can serve as an inter-
nal “forcing function” that initiates change and accountability to results. For 
others, however, an external forcing function, such as accountability to an 
accrediting agency, may be required.

Accrediting requirements can make resistance futile. Consequently, these 
requirements can serve leaders working to minimize the time spent guiding 
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faculty and others from denial to acceptance to ownership. It is important to 
note, of course, that when faculty feels there is too much outside account-
ability regarding student learning, it is usually a sign that there is—or has 
been—too little accountability coming from within.

Integrating a leadership mindset is so important because a lack of leader-
ship trickles down to the classroom. Often, faculty who do not act as lead-
ers use ineffective teaching strategies in their classrooms. This is mainly 
because they do not require constant improvement for themselves, something 
that could result from a lack of understanding of the mission to inspire and 
facilitate a greater degree of learning. When faculty do not require it for them-
selves, they do not require it for their students, either.

A passive, teacher-centered learning environment focusing mainly on 
knowledge transmission challenges even the most motivated and prepared 
students, but it can be devastating for first-generation, low-income students. 
Research shows these students often lack the social, academic, financial, and/
or moral support of the more affluent and better prepared students. In general, 
ineffective teaching strategies are most overwhelming for the first-generation, 
low-income, and minority students. Their success is further limited if the 
material is perceived as irrelevant to their life or life success.

Ineffective teaching strategies lead to one of the most destructively dis-
criminatory practices in our country: They hinder empowerment and upward 
socioeconomic mobility for those who need it most. This has negative future 
generational effects. Evidence of the inequality is reflected in the socioeco-
nomic student achievement gaps, which exist largely because of instructional 
effectiveness gaps, gaps which could be minimized by focusing on maximum 
engagement, relevant instruction, and supportive relationships.

Most of us already know that passive instructional strategies enlarge 
achievement gaps. What we do not always recognize is that these same gaps 
can be reduced with more active student-centered strategies. Implementing 
student-centered strategies is another effect of choosing mindset over skillset: 
It does not require complicated skills to implement a new, more engaging 
strategy in the classroom; it simply requires the courage to try something dif-
ferent and outside of our comfort zone.

Faculty skill develops as they assess their strategies and constantly adjust 
them based on data. Educators need not rely solely on lagging indicators 
such as program completion, retention, and end-of-term course success rates. 
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There are many leading indicators to assist the educator. Unit test averages, 
test score increases from one exam/assessment to another, number of assign-
ments submitted, number of student-generated questions, and other signs of 
increased engagement and communication provide more immediate forms of 
data and observations that can be used to make future decisions concerning 
activities and strategies. These forms of data are also readily available to 
teachers, although there may need to be a more intentional emphasis on col-
lecting this data.

It is important that teacher-leaders continue with proven strategies even if 
students initially resist. Many students have ample experience taking a more 
passive role and may resist strategies designed to engage them more in the 
learning process. In cases such as this, teacher-leaders must guide students 
through the phases of change, demonstrating relevancy and giving encour-
agement. In some cases, students perceive they are learning less even though 
final exam scores show increased understanding and performance. Teacher-
leaders also need to make a concerted effort to avoid the pitfalls of overusing 
certain activities, which may lead to complacency through habituation.

Eliminating less-effective strategies is a priority from the perspective of 
a leadership mindset because a culture of quality is not determined by what 
is preached, but what is practiced and tolerated. This is why the RTAD 
report indicated a need to “courageously end ineffective teaching strategies” 
(emphasis mine). Just as with terms like good or excellence, effective and 
ineffective are relative terms. Strategies that some educators may label as 
effective in their early phases of change become less and less effective com-
pared to higher-impact strategies for deeper learning.

This scenario is another classic case of “doing better once we know better.” 
Starting with smaller, more impactful reflection activities proven to increase 
students’ motivation to learn is a great way to gain the confidence needed 
for future improvements. The added advantage is that high-impact strategies 
such as the five discussed in chapter 6 not only increase retention of course 
content but also help develop those life skills and behaviors crucial to success 
in the workplace.

In general, the inability to scale up proven instructional and support 
strategies has stagnated completion rates and undermined diversity efforts, 
while failing to effectively meet the community college mission. Just as the 
requirements of accrediting agencies serve as a forcing function to potentially 
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minimize broad resistance (and maximize collaboration and innovation), 
we may require a forcing function to end ineffective teaching strategies and 
maximize the use of more effective high-impact strategies.

Regular meetings or email collaborations to share newly implemented 
strategies for enhanced learning may be perceived as a less-mandated form 
of a forcing function. Many times, such as the recent COVID pandemic, there 
are sudden and more drastic situations that inspire educators to do what needs 
to be done, although those same changes may have been avoided in a previ-
ous environment. As with any personally stressful situation, the question is 
whether the situation left one bitter or better. For teacher-leaders, the latter 
supports constant improvement.

LEADERSHIP MINDSET DEVELOPMENT

Many of us are well aware that numerous hours of professional development 
activities have failed to produce a transformation in instruction. As already 
pointed out, some faculty strongly resist implementing changes to their peda-
gogy. A lack of focus on a unified goal and purpose (an inability to CC-MVP) 
to facilitate action will always hinder professional development efforts.

Because you are reading this book, you probably already know you can 
be the change you want to see in your department, your school, and your 
community. Your enhanced strategies may directly impact as many as over 
300 students each year! However, by inspiring just five colleagues to action, 
you can raise the total number of students impacted to as many as 2,000 each 
year—that is 20,000 over a decade!

Even a single person dedicating themselves to developing a positive 
growth mindset of constant improvement and lifelong learning can make 
a difference. By adopting a positive, restless mindset, you begin to more 
effectively and efficiently develop new and adjunct faculty, as well as help 
ensure maximum learning for all students. Faculty development requires a 
team-oriented environment where learning permeates throughout the entire 
team. Regular collaborations become more intentionally focused on what has 
been done—and what can be done—to enhance learning across the depart-
ment, division, or institution. Once again, the only mandate for this leadership 
mindset is to avoid doing nothing.

The impact of leadership mindset development became evident a few years 
after the implementation of the I-CAN instructional initiative at WCCD. 
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New faculty were required to submit end-of-term (as well as end-of-year) 
reflections on their experiences and observations, followed by a collaborative 
session with their mentor and department chair. One of the most mentioned 
observations involved the constant discussions in the hall, at the water cooler, 
or in the faculty lounge about student learning and success. These discussions 
often involved student success data because we deliberately accumulated as 
much data as possible to monitor improvement efforts, thereby meeting the 
basic requirement of all accrediting agencies—constant improvement based 
on empirical data.

Another common comment from these new faculty sessions was about 
the high level of positivity displayed by faculty at WCCD. A primary fac-
tor in developing a more intentionally positive approach was the emphasis 
placed on the course evaluation question regarding whether the student felt 
the instructor “truly cared for them as a student.” In fact, this one question 
had double the value on the faculty performance dashboard as compared to 
the other questions on the survey. Although there will be more discussion of 
these course evaluation questions in chapter 5, the “caring question” resulted 
in the most favorable comments from students while setting the stage for a 
learning environment rife with encouragement, support, and appreciation—
an environment where a leadership mindset could be taken to the next level.

However, it is not just about dedication. It is also about personal responsibil-
ity. By assuming ownership of decisions based on empirical data, the leader-
ship mindset helps those who adopt it to avoid the pitfall of complacency that 
comes from basing decisions on personal comfort, feelings, or beliefs. The 
American College President Study (ACE, 2017) provided the longest-standing 
and most comprehensive study of presidency by reviewing the responses of 
1,546 college and university presidents. Results showed an acknowledgment 
that performance indicators related to student progression and completion, as 
well as improving outcomes for the most underserved groups, were of greater 
importance than traditional indicators of status and prestige.

The surveyed presidents also indicated that improving student success 
through data-informed decisions would grow in importance. Yet, only 12 
percent reported that institutional research data was important to their future. 
This disconnect hinders efforts to improve student learning. The lack of 
consistent data is one of the biggest obstacles to obtaining faculty buy-in to 
change. In fact, data must be constantly presented and analyzed for ways to 
improve.
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A leadership mindset uses data to inform and course-correct, but when data 
suggests mistakes, teacher-leaders do not blame or fault. They take advantage 
of the opportunity to further improve the system by analyzing ways to ensure 
the mistake does not happen again (which, as we know, is learning at its 
best). This type of proactive and constructive default approach is the leader-
ship mentality’s greatest asset. The empowerment that comes from assuming 
responsibility for mistakes and coming up with a plan of action to prevent 
future mistakes allows faculty to reach levels of personal accountability 
reserved for true professional educators. This mindset does not lead to just 
identifying the problem, but it leads to implementation of a possible solution.

Solutions are a key part of adopting a leadership mindset. Identifying a 
problem without a possible solution is like dumping a problem in someone 
else’s lap and expecting them to deal with it. It is more respectful for the 
person with the problem to identify a possible solution when presenting it. If 
a possible solution cannot be identified, they can request ideas and assistance.

It is important to note that mentally assuming 100 percent responsibility 
does not mean having 100 percent control. Accepting anything less than a 
leadership mindset of 100 percent responsibility leaves room for excuses, 
allowing us to justify inaction by claiming the situation falls into that small 
percentage that allows for some “wiggle room” on anything we do not want 
to address or initially feel cannot be addressed.

An example of this years ago was in class attendance, a problem that for 
years our WCCD science division claimed was out of their control—until fac-
ulty implemented frequent assessments. When the second highest enrollment 
course on campus, introductory biology, implemented frequent assessments, 
it resulted in a 31 percent increase in attendance. Over 900 students attended 
class each year who previously had not been attending.

Just as with students, faculty are more likely to accept responsibility for 
what they feel they have control over. In fact, this sense of control was the 
motivation for this book: when we have more effective strategies, techniques, 
and activities in place, we are more likely to feel in control. We can have a 
plan B, as well as a plan C and D, depending on how many tools (strategies/
activities) we have in our toolbox. It is much easier to adapt and improvise 
with a range of high-impact and proven tools most effective for the task at 
hand. Our success as faculty depends on the tools we use—just as it does for 
those working on home improvement projects. Having the right tools for the 
job is absolutely crucial to effective and efficient outcomes.
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When effectively instilled in the culture of the institution, a leadership 
mentality fosters total student development while closing student achieve-
ment gaps, increasing enrollment and retention diversity, and unlocking the 
gate to equal opportunities through a high-quality education. This culture of 
quality guarantees maximum success because doing nothing is not an option. 
Doing nothing, especially with overwhelming research in effective instruc-
tional and support strategies, is a major breach of academic and professional 
integrity.

It should be clear that success is not as much about specific strategies, but 
a specific mindset focused on learning, a mindset that accepts exceptional 
standards of self-accountability with a positive can-do attitude of whatever-
it-takes, and does so with a contagious resilience and passion that inspires and 
encourages faculty and students alike. Although this mindset can be initiated 
by a passionate and committed leader, it takes an entire team operating with 
a leadership mentality throughout the ranks to accomplish that which eludes 
less committed teams. This is the mindset Babin and Willink spoke about 
when describing how SEAL trainees began believing in themselves as a team.

For most teacher-leaders, the need for leadership within a group is obvious, 
just as it is for students in a class. Maybe it is a continuous string of negative 
comments, silence in the room, or hesitation caused by a fear of failure. If you 
have identified this need, never, ever ask permission to take on the role—you 
will know when it is time. Many times, this can be as simple as interjecting a 
positive comment centered on what can be done to improve—in other words, 
providing situational leadership with words of inspiration. It has been said 
that “misery loves company,” which is just as true for positive proactivity.

The ultimate goal of the most effective leaders is to inspire and create more 
leaders, and this is something that is easier to accomplish in a positive and 
supportive environment. This is the path to transformational change, which 
is more natural and continuous and less of a perceived personal threat. This 
leadership throughout the organization is effective for progress in depart-
ments and institutions, as well as for students in our classes. After all, most 
leaders do not set out to be leaders—they set out to make a difference with a 
purpose and passion for the mission that exceeds their own personal comforts.

The power of leading with initiative was reinforced for me on a trip with 
our grandchildren to Chattanooga, TN, to visit my daughter. We stopped at a 
swimming hole along the way where folks were jumping off fifty-foot cliffs. 
My grandson (twelve at the time) wanted to hike up the hill to watch them 
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jump, followed by one of our twin granddaughters (thirteen). I agreed to walk 
up there with them while my wife and other twin granddaughter stayed at 
ground level. Upon reaching the top, my grandson said he thought he might 
want to jump. I told him we were going back down the hill and if he wanted 
to jump, he didn’t need to think about it—he should just do it!

Well, he launched off the cliff! As we looked over the side of the cliff we 
could see him smiling in the water and telling his sister to “come on down.” 
Since she was the most fearful of the three grandkids, I knew I was safe with 
someone to walk back down with me. As I ask her to walk with me back 
down the hill, she said she thought she may want to jump. “Yeah, right,” I 
said to myself.

After telling my granddaughter the same thing as her brother, she was 
encouraged enough that she launched off the cliff, too! Now, there they were, 
both in the water, smiling and yelling for me to “come on down, Papa!” Just 
as I was about to start walking back down the hill, I hear, “Come on Papa. 
You can’t think about it—just do it!” Using my own words against me was 
merciless encouragement. Against my better judgment—and with a total dis-
regard for my age—I jumped!

Upon reflection after our return home (even in families—especially in 
families—reflection is crucial to learning), we discussed leading and follow-
ing and how the best followers often make the best leaders. The first leader 
was my grandson, followed by his sister, who then took the lead in providing 
me with the encouragement I needed to follow her.

As you have no doubt noticed in this example, the power of encouragement 
cannot be overstated! Just as the word says, encouragement “puts the courage 
into” others. “When a brave man takes a stand, the spines of others are often 
stiffened,” wrote Billy Graham. It is this courage that can propel the human 
spirit out of its comfort zones and beyond self-perceived limitations. These 
small, repeated successes build confidence for larger future successes.

One exercise my wife and I used to do with our four grandchildren after a 
family trip was to have them think of what they experienced that was new to 
them on the trip, what they tried or did new or what they saw that was new to 
them. The more ideas each one thought of, the more it stimulated responses 
from the other three. Not only did this reflection exercise generate more of 
an appreciation for our experiences, but it enhanced our ability to recall this 
information at a later time—extending warm memories much like photos or 
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videos can do. More importantly, it sent the message that change can be good 
and that having the courage to try something new offers a chance at personal 
growth and empowerment.

Developing ourselves so we can better assist others in their development is 
an essential part of being a leader. While coaching ninth grade basketball in 
the late 1980s, I had a player I will call John. John was the star of the team 
in terms of ability and skills and did not miss an opportunity to remind the 
other players of that. He scored thirty-two points in an away-game loss just 
before Christmas holidays to a team we were to play again at our home gym 
after the holidays. The game required two practices over the holidays for 
preparation. John missed both practices without prior notification or reasons 
for the absences.

The next time I saw John, it was game day, and he was in the locker room 
getting dressed. I reminded him of the rule that for every practice a player 
missed, he had to sit out an entire half. He had missed two practices, so he 
would be on the bench for the game. After he replied that he might as well 
not even dress for the game, I reminded him of the rule that an unexcused 
absence from a game results in removal from the team. “It looks like you have 
a decision to make. I hope to see you on the bench supporting your teammates 
because they need your leadership and encouragement.” A few minutes later, 
John emerged from the locker room to join his teammates.

John sat on the bench and watched his teammates play a hard-fought and 
close first half. By the second half, he provided more encouragement and 
motivation for the team. His encouragement must have worked because at 
the end of the game, we had won by twelve points to the team to which we 
had lost when John scored thirty-two points. From that point on, John began 
involving his teammates more in the games, even though it meant he scored 
fewer points. His sacrifice allowed the other players to become more con-
fident and they began to believe in themselves as a team. John discovered 
the keys to leadership: sacrifice and encouragement. More importantly, the 
entire team realized how it feels when everyone is unselfishly focused on a 
common goal.

This should be the goal of every classroom—for everyone to learn as much 
as possible from each other in the time they have together. Constantly evalu-
ating and reflecting on this learning help avoid mission fatigue and provide 
motivation for future learning. At any given time, anyone on the team or in 
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the class can step up and provide a leadership moment with something as 
simple as turning a negative into a positive, a criticism into an appreciation, 
a crisis into an opportunity, a difference into a commonality, or even asking 
a question to generate thought and collaboration. Recognizing this leadership 
behavior is a great way to ensure it will continue, whether within a classroom, 
department, or institution.

It is time for community college faculty to raise the bar and seek a leader-
ship mindset. Such a mindset results in a cultural transformation that abhors 
socioeconomic achievement gaps and provides encouragement and support 
for educational innovations. The change must be driven by a desire for a 
new status quo supported by the entire institutional administration, a status 
quo that accepts nothing less than constant and never-ending improvement in 
instructional strategies.

Within a culture of accountability that requires constant improvement 
and relentlessly communicates encouragement, professional development 
activities lead to real improvements—action. The first step requires taking on 
the leadership mindset. The next step requires practicing positive assertion, 
which sometimes means turning negatives into positives, differences into 
commonalities, and crises into opportunities. The last step requires develop-
ing a supportive, encouraging, and appreciative system of accountability for 
action, followed by celebration of successes.

These actionable steps lead to more collaboration and motivation, and they 
are driven by data. The cycle of train ® try ® data ® revise directly aligns with 
accrediting bodies’ primary requirement to “close the loop.” In the next chap-
ters, you will be shown how you can take these steps and implement this cycle.

Key points for reflection from this chapter:

•	 The efforts of teachers are the most crucial in improving learning.
•	 Most leaders do not set out to be leaders—they set out to make a difference 

with a purpose and passion for the mission that exceeds their own personal 
comforts.

•	 In response to any issue or obstacle impeding student learning the question 
is always the same for a leadership mindset: “What am I doing about it?” 
The only wrong answer? “Nothing.”

•	 The one thing you need to know about leadership is that there is more than 
one thing you need to know about leadership.
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•	 The essence of leadership is getting others to perform at a higher level long 
enough to gain the confidence they need to assist others in their journey to 
constant improvement.

•	 Educators often say that changes in education occur as fast or slow as the 
leadership allows.

•	 To maximize the effectiveness of appreciations they should be PSS.
•	 When faculty feels there is too much outside accountability regarding 

student learning, it is usually a sign that there is—or has been—too little 
accountability coming from within.

•	 Ineffective teaching strategies are most devastating for the first-generation, 
low-income, and minority students, leading to one of the most destructively 
discriminatory practices in this country today.

•	 If your institution or department seeks to obtain above-average results, then 
it must be willing to commit to doing more than the average institution or 
department.

•	 There are two types of colleges—ones that prepare students for the future 
and ones that allow faculty (and administrators) to live comfortably in the 
past.

•	 Although your enhanced strategies may impact as many as over 300 stu-
dents each year, inspiring just five colleagues to action can raise this total 
number of students impacted to as many as 2,000 each year—or 20,000 
over a decade!

•	 To KISS it: Creating better students requires using better strategies, which 
in turn develops better teachers.

•	 As with any personally stressful situation, the question becomes whether 
the situation left one bitter or better. For the teacher-leader the latter of 
these options supports constant improvement.

•	 It is much easier to adapt and improvise when using a diversity of high-
impact and proven tools most effective for the task at hand.

•	 Never, ever ask permission to lead: You will know when it is time.
•	 Doing nothing, especially with overwhelming research in effective instruc-

tional and support strategies, is a breach of academic and professional 
integrity.
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Although, over the decades, the pace of change in almost every area of our 
lives has been dramatic, archaic, and persistent, higher education paradigms 
continue to hinder efforts to meet the Completion Agenda and commu-
nity colleges’ promise to provide a high-quality education to all interested 
Americans. Allowed to go unchecked and unchallenged, these paradigms will 
continue to hinder the growth mindset needed to improve learning for both 
students and faculty.

Faculty did not invent the current educational system; they simply 
adopted the one already in place. However, it is our responsibility as 
higher education faculty and administrators to lead the change and inno-
vation required to ensure a skilled and educated workforce. This can be 
difficult to do because of the resistance to change described in previous 
chapters. Faculty and administrators give many different reasons for the 
lack of at-scale instructional improvements, but the following represents 
a sampling of the statements from the archaic paradigm that holds us 
back.

“We are teaching college students; they should know how  
to . . .” (also known as, “We are teaching adults; they should know  
how to . . .”)

Chapter 3

Paradigms for Success
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Many of us have probably heard these statements from our colleagues. 
Some of us may have even repeated them—I know I once did! These state-
ments hail from a traditional paradigm that viewed students as solely respon-
sible for their own learning. This outdated view does not capture what it 
means to obtain an education at the twenty-first-century community college. 
It is important for us to remember that many instructors—many of us, in 
fact—were raised in a time where communication and critical thinking were 
required just to get through life. It is often difficult for some of us to relate to 
a generation where technology and society have decreased the use of these 
crucial core competencies.

It is not just a problem of technology. Successful life skills were more 
abundant and common in a time when knowledge was limited and therefore 
more valued. The easily accessible information of today combined with the 
decrease in life skills have created a challenge for traditional teachers. Under-
standing this on a personal level may help facilitate our own paradigm shifts 
and provide a greater degree of insight into our more resistant colleagues.

Inspiring our students, as well as our colleagues, to action sometimes 
requires understanding the obstacles they face. We must teach students how 
to become responsible adults and college students—to develop the total stu-
dent, one who is prepared for the workplace and/or higher education. The 
faculty making the most significant gains are the ones capitalizing on proven 
effective instructional and support strategies, while incorporating essential 
life and study skills training.

To KISS this: We cannot continue to teach nontraditional college students 
using only traditional methods of knowledge transmission. The primary focus 
of traditional instruction focused on covering two topics: content and then 
testing. Unfortunately for educators reliant on these methods, real learning 
occurs with the reflection and review activities that connect these two topics. 
This work was traditionally left up to students to achieve on their own.

Today, we can do it differently. To start, a department or team can com-
plete a simple exercise of listing what students should be able to do upon 
enrolling at college. This can provide keen insight, even if team members 
think many of these behaviors or skills should have been learned at a much 
earlier age. Often, faculty list simple skills such as following directions, read-
ing comprehension, writing ability, proper study habits, and others. Then, ask 
your team the following powerful question: Do the majority of your students 
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show up with these skills already in place? If the answer is no, ask your team 
for the plan of action to address the deficiencies.

To make sure the exercise is fully completed and serves to empower educa-
tors, take each skill and provide an activity or strategy to intentionally address 
deficiencies. Performing this as a team or department allows for more diver-
sity of thought and innovation; it also provides an incentive for action which 
expands learning and reminds us we must teach the students we have and not 
the ones we wish we had.

“SO, YOU JUST WANT ME TO LOWER 
THE RIGOR/STANDARDS?”

This is a typical response given by many faculty when first addressing 
performance indicators such as graduation rates, retention rates, and course 
success rates. However, as high-impact strategies that lead to immediate 
increases in learning are implemented, faculty begin to realize the power of 
adopting a paradigm shift for this question. The shift also allows for reflec-
tion on where standards came from, how and why they are upheld, and what 
their purpose might be. This reflection is another one that benefits from 
diversity of thought and should be intentionally discussed as a department 
or team.

To maximize learning, we must shift away from a belief that adopting 
different standards is the same as lowering standards. If we focus instead 
on constant improvement in instructional strategies, we will find we cannot 
help but raise the standards of instruction and the quality of learning. In the 
classroom, this means we provide students with a level of TASE that exceeds 
the level of standards set in the course. Anyone can set high standards, but it 
takes a professional educator to provide a level of TASE well beyond those 
set standards. In sports this is called “practicing harder than you must play”—
it is an old adage that applies to both teachers and students.

Although the topic of rigor will be addressed in the pages that follow, 
the paradigm question forces us to ask another question, which serves as a 
hypothetical for reflecting on the meaning of “high standards,” as well as 
how these standards pertain to teacher and students. If instructor A constantly 
complains about poor student attendance, preparation for class, and moti-
vation for learning, while instructor B teaches the same course with much 
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higher rates of student attendance, preparation for class, and motivation for 
learning—which instructor has higher standards of performance/learning?

Things in nature tend to take the path of least resistance, that is why getting 
students to do what they need to do but do not want to do or know how to do 
is the essence of teaching/leading. The evidence this has been accomplished 
is directly related to the performance outcomes achieved, as indicated by 
instructor B in the aforementioned example. A paradigm that expects students 
to achieve learning and growth on their own alleviates the motivation for 
instructor A to implement more active and engaging instructional strategies 
that enhance learning.

This paradigm favors the students with effective prior preparation and has 
led to persistent achievement gaps, as successful students are the ones who 
already know how to self-motivate and compensate for less effective teaching 
strategies. It is possible that this instructor does not know what can be done 
to enhance motivation for learning, just as many students do not know how 
to learn.

The only way this question about lowering the standards would be a logi-
cal assumption is if there were not any strategies that could improve student 
success and lead to a deeper and more meaningful learning experience (or if 
one had reached the pinnacle of effectiveness and had no further room for 
improvement). However, the upcoming chapters offer a myriad of strategies, 
activities, and techniques that can significantly increase student learning and 
close achievement gaps. There is always more to learn and always room to 
grow.

“I TOLD THEM WHAT TO DO; IT’S NOT 
MY FAULT THEY DIDN’T DO IT!”

Faculty often offer this response to questions regarding student performance. 
The first problem with this statement is that telling is not necessarily teach-
ing. We must provide a level of teaching well beyond just telling because 
many of our students are underserved and underprepared, both in life and in 
academic skills.

However, these students are not incapable of learning. With the vast 
amount of knowledge at our fingertips today, it is imperative we focus efforts 
on building critical-thinking skills and behaviors crucial to success in the 
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workplace, higher education, and life itself. Effective teaching fosters effec-
tive learning, and effective teaching in the twenty-first century requires a 
much greater skill set and commitment to constant improvement in instruc-
tional strategies than simple knowledge transmission.

The second problem is that it misplaces fault. In today’s community col-
leges, it is not about “fault.” In fact, there are almost too many programs, 
policies, and people to blame. “Not my fault” is a defense mechanism set up 
to defy the need to change. Accepting change means accepting responsibility 
for improvement. Faculty who accept both typically experience much greater 
improvements in effectiveness regardless of their years in the classroom. 
These are faculty leaders.

A leadership mindset realizes constant improvement depends on constantly 
adapting and improvising for maximum effectiveness, a process that can lead 
to maximum growth in a minimum amount of time. Faculty can try this out 
for themselves. Instead of discarding an activity or strategy after the first use, 
faculty can ask what can be done to improve the technique—thereby practic-
ing both the art and science of teaching. The sooner this process begins, the 
quicker the toolbox of effective strategies can fill.

Leading, teaching, parenting, and many other difficult tasks would all be 
easy if all it took was just “telling” in order to get compliance. Imagine a col-
lege football coach during the Monday morning news conference saying, “It 
is not my fault the players didn’t play hard. I told them to. It is not my fault 
they were running around like they didn’t know the plays. I gave them the 
handouts and told the players to study them.”

What would we think of a pilot instructor offering the same excuse after his 
student crash-landed, or of an experienced phlebotomist explaining why stu-
dents failed to successfully draw blood? We would see these excuses for what 
they are: excuses! If educators practiced the same level of intentionality and 
attention to performance in their teaching as many coaches do in analyzing 
every play, every practice, and every strategy used to inspire and motivate, 
student achievement gaps would be minimal.

Maximizing performance and developing discipline are what coaches are 
in the business to do. Teaching in the traditional sense may involve more 
instruction; coaching may involve more hands-on training and motivational 
techniques to inspire performance at a higher level. However, both teaching 
and coaching require leadership to facilitate learning and growth.
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The focus for the teacher or coach is on getting the learner to reach a 
performance standard by designing backward from desired competencies, as 
well as fostering the self-discipline needed to succeed. In fact, self-discipline 
has been identified as the single best predictor of future academic success 
(and life success). Working with students creates a more effective learning 
environment, as well as provides the support and encouragement to develop 
even more self-discipline as faculty and students realize their efforts do con-
trol their success. Mortimer Adler (1982) describes the goal of coaching and the 

implications for teaching:

Since what is learned (in acquiring core intellectual competence) is skill in 

performance, not knowledge of facts and formulas, the mode of teaching cannot 

be didactic. It cannot consist in the teacher telling, demonstrating, or lecturing. 

Instead, it must be akin to the coaching that is done to impart athletic skills. A 

coach does not teach simply by telling or giving the learner a rulebook to follow. 

A coach trains by helping the learner to do, to go through the right motions, and 

to organize a sequence of acts in correct fashion. He corrects faulty performance 

again and again and insists on repetition of the performance until it achieves a 

measure of perfection. Only in this way can skill in reading, writing be acquired. 

Only in this way can the ability to think critically—to judge and discriminate—

be developed. (p. 27)

It is the responsibility of the instructor to constantly seek training and ideas 
for effective strategies, many of which may be obtained through a simple 
Internet search. However, it is the institution’s responsibility to provide a 
support system of accountability and encouragement which assures all action 
is directed toward constant improvement. Implementing a new strategy in 
the classroom requires the courage (hence the need for en-courage-ment) to 
venture out of one’s comfort zone and try something new, the same courage 
students must have in order to change their strategies.

The best professional development for faculty is implementing new strate-
gies in the classroom, then adapting and improvising the activities to achieve 
maximum effectiveness. Committing to trying just one new activity each 
week would lead to approximately forty new activities by the end of the 
academic year. One of the best resources for active learning activities can be 
found with a quick Internet search on 280 active learning techniques (Kevin 
Yee, Interactive Techniques, 2019). Trying new strategies that enhance 
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learning on a regular basis and then sharing these in a collaborative session 
with other faculty can enhance this professional development, as well as pro-
vide the internal motivation for continued improvements.

Teaching thirty students how to swim, even though some have never 
even been in a swimming pool, serves as another analogy for the outdated 
paradigm in which “telling” is considered the same as “teaching.” We would 
never accept a swimming instructor pushing all students into the deep end 
and giving directives such as: “You’re just not motivated enough. You’re 
not trying hard enough. You should have read those chapters I told you to 
read. You should have looked at the PowerPoint I provided.” According to 
the outdated paradigm, when fifteen of these students swim to the side of the 
pool and exit, the instructor takes pride in the fact that they have taught these 
students how to swim, and tells the others they could have learned had they 
been motivated enough.

An instructor from an outdated instructional paradigm does not look at the 
bottom of the pool and question whether something could have been done 
for those fifteen students. They do not ask themselves, “Could I have used 
more effective strategies to teach these students how to swim?” The instruc-
tor would not consider getting in the water with the new swimmers, or even 
holding their hands through the first few motions or providing encouragement 
so the new swimmers could relax in an unfamiliar environment.

Luckily, we are not bound to teach from within this outdated and ineffec-
tive paradigm. We now know that different strategies can teach more partici-
pants to swim. Anyone physically capable of swimming can learn to swim. 
Although many community college students have their issues and challenges, 
they are not mentally incapable of learning either. Once again, our responsi-
bility is to teach the students we have and not the ones we wish we had; and 
if they cannot learn best with the way we teach, then why do we not teach the 
way they learn best?

“IT IS MY COURSE—I CAN DO WHAT I WANT”

This response can be common among many community college educators. It 
may be a consequence of the relatively few requirements (such as licensure) 
completed by community college teachers. It may also be a consequence of 
the lack of support typically given to community college teachers, as well as 
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a lack of effective institutional efforts to disband the traditional silos that have 
hindered collaboration and innovation across departments.

However, the course taught by a community college teacher is, in fact, the 
institution’s course. Evidence of this lies in the fact that the institution’s name 
is on the college transcript of courses and not the instructors’ names (even 
though teachers often have great freedom to do what they want within the 
boundaries set by the institution).

To ensure that instructors feel guided and supported, each department 
should uphold clearly communicated curricular standards. Administrators 
and department chairs likely already have such standards in place, but these 
are rarely situated as the backstop to course design. Providing a system of 
standardization ensures all students have access to the same basic high-
impact strategies and resources that enhance learning. There is a reason health 
science programs are so standardized, and it is the same reason successful 
franchises implement standardization; to ensure the use of proven effective 
strategies that produce a consistently higher-quality product.

A system of standardization is much more efficient than simply waiting 
for each person, department, or college to figure it out on their own. The 
lack of standardization, or at-scale implementation of proven strategies, is a 
primary reason changes have occurred so slowly in education. To KISS it: If 
a department, college, or system does not have evidence of standardization 
in instructional strategies, then it does not have evidence of instructional 
standards.

The process of standardization can begin with a simple listing of problems 
associated with student learning and then—the most powerful reflection 
approach—what is being done, or can be done, to improve upon each of 
these problems. Because writing was considered the number one problem by 
faculty in WCCD’s science department, all faculty in this department agreed 
to have at least three writing assignments each term for every course. Because 
attendance was the second problem, faculty agreed to implement frequent 
assessments for daily grades, which then improved attendance, as well as 
summative test scores.

These are just two examples of how little changes can lead to big increases 
in performance, as well as providing the motivation to continue with other 
issues that may have previously been perceived as too difficult to address. 
The success of these strategies made it easier to then implement across the 
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entire institution, while also maintaining the freedom for faculty to choose the 
type of writing assignment and type of frequent assessments.

To KISS this paradigm, if students only write in writing class, only read in 
reading class, and only do math in math class (reading, writing, and arithme-
tic)—is it really a surprise they lack the ability to develop the skills needed 
to carry over to other courses or areas of their life? Deficiencies in the core 
competencies of communication and critical thinking also highlight the need 
for at-scale incorporation into every course.

High-impact and proven strategies used in response to issues, obstacles, 
and problems associated with student learning form the guardrails for educa-
tors’ uphill and wavering climb to effective learning. Without boundaries, we 
are sending an instructor with a busload of students up a winding mountain 
road without guardrails. It may take several times of running off the cliff, sac-
rificing busloads of students, before the instructor eventually gets the hang of 
it. Why sacrifice students? We can simply put guardrails in place to virtually 
guarantee the bus reaches the summit in minimum time without ever driving 
off the cliff.

Community college leaders courageously putting the education and wel-
fare of millions of often underserved students before the discomfort of deal-
ing with resistance from faculty or unions are the true leaders and warriors 
for equity in opportunity and social justice. History has shown that although 
these efforts may be championed by one or a few individuals with a vision 
focused on learning for all, transformational change requires leadership 
throughout a department or institution.

Once again, these leaders must come from within the faculty ranks and 
must depend on the intent to develop as many leadership mindsets as pos-
sible. What is required of administration is an unwavering support of these 
efforts through funding, encouragement, accountability, and appreciation for 
efforts directed toward constant improvements.

Of course, freedom to choose one’s own teaching strategies should not pro-
vide relief from the consequences of poor choices. The list of those adversely 
affected by ineffective strategies includes the students, the taxpayers, the col-
lege, the state, and the nation—none of which choose teaching strategies. This 
is precisely why a culture of quality is not determined by what is preached 
or expected, but by what is tolerated. All high-performing teams preach that 
without personal accountability for results there is no accountability.
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Maintaining a high-quality educational environment means providing the 
TASE required to ensure constant improvement based on data—the basic 
requirement of all accrediting agencies. It is important for teacher/leaders to 
focus on this culture as they adjust their own paradigms in their own courses, 
and then make positive contributions to departmental collaborations in order 
to inspire others to action.

“I COULD TEACH THEM IF YOU WOULD SEND ME 
MORE MOTIVATED STUDENTS WILLING TO LEARN”

This is another common response to the frustrations of teaching in the twenty-
first-century community college system and can be at least partly attributed 
to the competitive entry policies of universities. However, the community 
college is designed to provide a high-quality education to all, with the only 
prerequisite being a high school diploma or GED. Realizing that student 
motivation to learn is directly related to the relevancy of instruction and that 
the best internal motivator is progress/learning or the perception of progress/
learning can be enough to reflect back on the usefulness of this paradigm 
statement.

Do doctors complain their success rates could be better if they were not 
required to treat patients who were really sick? Do deans say, “If I had more 
motivated faculty willing to do whatever it takes to constantly improve, I 
could be more effective?” Most of us recognize that this is just another way 
of saying, “Make my job easier and I could be more effective.”

These types of questions can provoke self-reflection and provide more 
progressive insights into the challenges of teaching in the twenty-first-century 
community college. They are also a stark reminder of the uncomfortableness 
associated with profound growth. While others may lean away from discom-
fort and shortchange their own efforts to improve, this is not an option for 
those developing a leadership mentality that has the potential to impact so 
many—it is just another reason to remember Q-TIP!

It is important to understand that for many of our students, overwhelming 
family problems and/or a lack of previous life-skill training stands in for lack 
of motivation. Our underserved students may not be motivated because they 
may not see the value of the work. Part of our job, as administrators and edu-
cators, is to enable their capacity for internal motivation. This can be done by 
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adopting the leadership mindset, which defines motivation through improve-
ment. When we adopt the leadership mindset for ourselves, and—crucially—
when we help our students adopt it, we go a long way toward helping our 
students become more willing to learn.

Research in psychology has shown that the best motivator is progress, or 
even just the perception of progress. We can put this another way: The best 
intrinsic motivator is learning or the perception of learning. This was rein-
forced when I asked my fifteen-year-old grandson to think of a time where 
he was excited about learning something new. After thinking for a minute, he 
said that it was when he learned to skateboard. When asked why, he said a 
friend brought a skateboard over and after a while he was excited about mak-
ing progress on something that seemed difficult.

I followed this with more questions. “You mean you were not required 
to write a research paper on the history of a skateboard, and then memorize 
forty different parts and definitions for the skateboard, and then take a final 
exam on the physics of momentum, acceleration, force, etc. before learning 
to skateboard?” Looking at me like I was crazy, he replied, “Well, if I would 
have had to do all that, I probably would not have learned to skateboard!”

This scenario shows the power of stimulating motivation through curios-
ity and relevancy before new terminology, acronyms, or details. Students’ 
understanding of basic concepts and principles leads to greater motivation for 
learning details, details that are less relevant before understanding concepts 
and principles. The motivation acquired by early successes provides the inspi-
ration and desire for them to learn more. Just the simple interjection of more 
relevant and engaging activities prior to introducing a myriad of new words 
and terms can provide the incentive for continuous student learning/growth.

Studies consistently show that student achievement gaps are much more 
pronounced in classrooms where ineffective, passive, teacher-centered strat-
egies are allowed to dominate. These gaps are significantly smaller (and 
sometimes nonexistent) in classrooms employing more active and supportive 
student-centered learning strategies. Active-learning strategies have been 
shown to support how the brain naturally learns, something it has evolved 
over millions of years to do very effectively.

It is very difficult for any student to be motivated to memorize massive 
amounts of material they perceive as irrelevant to their life or life success. 
Incorporating more relevancy and active engagement into the course will do 
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wonders for motivation levels. The challenge, as always, is finding the appro-
priate balance between quantity and quality.

Taking time to implement more active and engaging learning activities 
requires a commitment to relevant learning as an ongoing process, as well as 
a willingness to sacrifice some details for increases in conceptual understand-
ing and core competency attainment. Moving some of the knowledge trans-
mission to lecture videos also helps free up more class time for engaging and 
reflective activities which facilitate transfer of information from short-term 
memory into working and longer-term memory.

Ultimately, compensating for less effective teaching strategies is most 
difficult for the most underserved students, especially those first-generation, 
low-income students with little or no support system in place. The conse-
quences for these students extend well beyond their own personal success and 
into the realm of generational success of their children and/or future children.

Even though national reports have stressed more active learning for 
decades, the Reclaiming the American Dream Report (AACC, 2012) added 
emphasis with the directive to “courageously end ineffective teaching strate-
gies.” To KISS this: If we want better and more motivated students, then we 
must increase the use of more effective teaching strategies to promote a more 
meaningful, motivational, and relevant learning experience.

Of course, the law of mirrors is appropriate for all classroom issues (and 
often issues in life, as well). If we want more motivated students, then we 
must strive to become more motivating and encouraging teachers focused on 
learning. If we want students who are better prepared for class, then we must 
become better prepared teachers, using a clear and logical system to support 
preparedness. If we want to feel more appreciated, then we must convey a 
more intentional appreciation of others. Again, the reflection in the mirror 
points out the most important question I can ask about any problem: “What 
am I doing about it?”

Whether you are attempting to motivate students, colleagues, or yourself, 
appreciation serves as a source of encouragement—and it matters! I still 
remember when I, as a new instructor on campus, noticed a staff employee 
who was always upbeat, positive, and had a great work ethic. One day when 
he was scheduled to pick up a box of items from the chemistry lab, I wrote a 
note on a piece of torn-off notebook paper that mentioned how much I appre-
ciated his positive attitude and work ethic. He thanked me a few days later.
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Now, fast forward twenty-five years. One day, that same employee met my 
wife at the college. Upon realizing who she was, he immediately reached for 
his wallet and took out the yellowed, folded, brittle piece of notebook paper 
I had written more than two decades prior.

When I heard this story, it made me feel great! But my first instinctive warm 
feeling was quickly replaced with a sense of despair. I thought about how sad 
it was that someone who had worked for over sixty years of their life would 
treasure such a small gesture of appreciation. Let this serve as a reminder to 
intentionally recognize and appreciate the efforts of others—constantly!

The effectiveness of this approach does not depend on the age, position, 
or status of the recipient; it only depends on our sincerity of the sender and 
is a wonderful way to interject your leadership in building a team and class. 
In fact, our Instructional Leadership Academy (ILA) challenges faculty to 
provide one hundred personal, sincere, and specific appreciations to others 
in a thirty-day period. The comments from this exercise are overwhelmingly 
positive, for both the givers and the receivers.

“I ASKED THE CLASS IF THERE WERE 
ANY QUESTIONS AND NOBODY REPLIED. 

I EVEN ASKED THEM TO COME BY MY 
OFFICE IF THEY NEEDED ASSISTANCE”

This statement is often expressed by well-meaning teachers, but it shows 
a disconnect from the culture of many of our most underserved students. 
Expecting a low-income, first-generation minority student to walk up to a 
closed door with “Dr.” or “Professor” on it and knock to ask a question they 
already feel is a stupid question does not reflect an understanding of the chal-
lenges our students face.

That is why faculty are encouraged to integrate frequent low-stakes assess-
ments into their classroom activities. Such assessments take away any reluc-
tance students might feel in proactively seeking out help. Just as important, 
low-stakes assessments help identify at-risk students prior to low scores on 
major exams. Identification is important because in many cases students 
mentally withdraw after failure on the first major exam, whether or not they 
have physically withdrawn. These students benefit the most from early, 
intrusive interventions. Ultimately, educators cannot assume that the absence 
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of questions in class indicates complete understanding of all concepts by all 
students.

There are many other opportunities to reach students, too. In smaller 
classes, educators can create more supportive relationships through inten-
tional use of student names, more aggressive intervention strategies, and 
more active and engaging activities that support total student development. 
All these strategies also help improve perceptions of approachability while 
creating a more collaborative learning environment where total student devel-
opment is paramount. They also help educators take advantage of class size: 
After all, if teachers are just going to lecture as if they were talking to 300 
students, then there might as well be 300 in the course.

Office hours can still be useful, but they may need to be rebranded. One 
strategy that can help with approachability is setting aside hours each week 
designated as “student hours,” time in which students know they can seek 
assistance without an appointment. Research has shown that students per-
ceive designated “office hours” as time where faculty members grade papers 
and/or prepare for another class. This perception is strengthened when stu-
dents show up to a closed door and blinds. For “student hours,” the door and 
the blinds are open, signaling an open invitation for student support.

“IT IS NOT MY JOB TO TEACH THEM BASIC 
LIFE SKILLS—THAT IS THEIR PARENTS’ JOB”

In the state of Alabama there are over 116,000 children being raised not by 
a biological parent but by a grandparent or family member (and this number 
includes documented children only). The number is about the same in Mis-
sissippi, almost twice that in Georgia, and about three times that in Florida. 
This equates to almost three-quarters of a million children in just four states. 
And this does not include the number of children raised in environments that 
do not promote healthy life skills, nor those children in foster care.

Combining these statistics with the fact that the single greatest indicator for 
future life success for four-year-olds is family income makes our professional 
and moral responsibility clear: We must ensure all students—especially the 
underserved and underprepared—have the skills needed for success in the 
workplace and/or higher education. The generational impact of the oppor-
tunities available due to attainment of these skills for the most underserved 
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can be transformational, both economically and socially. That is why there is 
simply no place in the community college of today, tomorrow, or any time in 
the future for a mindset of anything less than a willingness to do whatever it 
takes to facilitate learning with a diverse student population.

In fact, in addition to often difficult home environments, underserved 
students may face many other challenges. In research reported in 2019, the 
Association of Community College Trustees (ACCT) collaborated with the 
Wisconsin HOPE Lab to survey more than 33,000 students at 70 community 
colleges in 24 states. Of students surveyed, one in three reported going hun-
gry while enrolled. In addition, half were housing insecure, and almost 14 
percent were homeless.

The comfort of campus can be a pleasant relief from the disorganized, 
unstructured, and dysfunctional home environments many of these students 
experience. This alone can help students learn, and educators must be con-
stantly cognizant of using strategies to decrease the likelihood of activating 
the survival mode in their students’ brains because this is not conducive to 
learning. The following chapters provide more guidance on specific strategies 
designed to keep students’ brains in control and out of survival mode.

Providing training and support in building these basic life skills for stu-
dents is one of the primary ways community colleges can harness the learn-
ing power for many of our most underserved students. Once equipped with 
more effective and higher-impact strategies, students are better able to focus 
on deeper and more critical learning, leading to a closure of student achieve-
ment gaps. As a start, faculty can substantially increase their effectiveness 
at inspiring and facilitating learning by using proven high-impact strategies 
conducive to total student development.

The five strategies that form the foundation for implementing basic educa-
tional philosophy are covered in chapter 6. In some ways, how quickly student 
achievement gaps can be closed depends on how quickly faculty can adopt a 
more persistent growth mindset of constant improvement in instructional and 
support strategies when it comes to inspiring and facilitating learning.

“ARE WE SUPPOSED TO JUST GIVE OUT GRADES?”

When I hear this comment, I cannot help thinking back to my own university 
days, where it was common for a physics course (among others) to scale 
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grades twenty to thirty points on average to compensate for the instructor’s 
unwillingness to adjust instructional strategies. In these selective institutions, 
it was considered part of the rigor to have students figure things out on their 
own and then adjust the grade distribution at the end of term. Complexity and 
confusion were considered part of the rigor in academia, and although it may 
have provided an education for those well-prepared for that level of indepen-
dence, it was more of an initiation for the less-prepared students. However, 
back then, I never heard of grade-scaling referred to as grade inflation.

In today’s current workforce, the lack of basic life skills often causes 
employers to question what students are taught in the classroom. Students 
today may have degrees and grade point averages providing evidence of their 
ability to learn, but are still inexperienced in life skills crucial to workplace 
success. This perpetuates the general perception that grade inflation is a serious 
problem. Recent surveys support this perception, as employers consistently 
rate life skills above academic skills when searching for new employees.

A recent survey found that 67 percent of professionals in human resources 
(HR) say they withheld a job offer from a talented candidate applying for a 
job in the field of Information Technology (IT) due to a lack of soft skills 
(West Monroe Partners, 2018). In fact, estimates show that over 80 percent 
of all jobs (pre-COVID) are lost by a lack of life skills, sometimes called soft 
skills. It is no wonder that employers view grades as a poor reflection of the 
value employees bring to their organization.

There is a saying that goes a little something like this: People get hired 
based on their hard skills but fired based on their lack of soft skills. The results 
of Google’s Project Oxygen (2008) came as a shock when it concluded that 
out of the eight top characteristics of their best performing employees, STEM 
(Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math) knowledge was last, and the 
top seven were all soft skills like interpersonal skills, emotional intelligence, 
being a good listener, and being a good critical thinker.

Soft skills encompass many nonacademic skills, such as the ability to 
communicate effectively and appropriately, resolve conflicts and recognize 
and respond to coworkers’ emotions. In fact, these “people skills” are better 

at determining long-term success in the workplace than academic/technical 

skills, although there may be nowhere in the classroom grading system to 
allow for assessment of these life skills—again, fodder for the perception of 
grade inflation.
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The topic of grade inflation forces us to ask another question: If, after 
implementing more effective learning strategies, student learning and grades 
significantly increase, does it mean grades were deflated prior to the change? 
The arbitrary nature of grades is just another reason why judging the past 
on today’s standards is not productive for moving forward with constant 
improvement. Maybe one of the reasons grade inflation is mentioned so 
much today, particularly among educators who still operate in a traditional 
paradigm, is because many students graduate without basic success skills in 
place, a further indicator that courses need to be redesigned with more rel-
evant competency development.

The answer to the question of grading depends on mindset. If a teacher 
thinks they have no further room for improvement, that could be rectified 
by introducing them to proven strategies designed to enhance learning. If, 
however, a teacher’s mindset means they have no intention of changing or 
adjusting their strategies to improve learning, then that is more of a motiva-
tion problem.

The disconnect for many teachers is assuming there is no option to 
improve course success rates other than just giving away grades. This book 
is designed to convey many ways to stimulate learning, growth, and perfor-
mance using small, incremental changes on a daily basis. But, once again, 
we can only do better once we know better—but once we know better we 
must do better.

By putting a primary focus on grades instead of learning, faculty hinder 
their own innovation and creativity. This is why faculty must not only tell 
students over and over again to “focus on learning and the grade will come,” 
but they must also constantly remind themselves. To state this more gener-
ally, when anything other than learning is the primary focus, then learning is 
limited. This is precisely why the Lumina Foundation stated, “It is not just 
that learning matters, but that it matters most of all!”

Since faculty growth (and student learning) is hindered by self-imposed 
barriers, adopting a whatever-it-takes approach is necessary for helping 
remove these barriers and empowering educators to get closer to maximum 
effectiveness. “Extreme ownership” is the last step to phases of change and 
cements in the new paradigm in which educators display a committed effort 
to maximizing growth by accepting responsibility for all obstacles hindering 
the goal and mission of learning: buy-in ® ownership ® extreme ownership.
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This “extreme ownership” mentality is required of all highest performing 
teams and provides a crystallized understanding of what it takes to succeed 
in the most challenging environment in postsecondary education: the commu-
nity college. It also reminds us that when faculty quit learning, so do students.

This willingness to do whatever it takes benefited me greatly during my 
first few years teaching at the high school level. I remember a particular 
student, one of the smartest students I have ever taught. He won the state 
chemistry competition with ease and excelled in every science class he took. 
However, just one day before his high school graduation, two of his teach-
ers informed me that he did not show up for his final exam in their classes. 
Although a poor final exam grade would still allow him to pass, the result of a 
no-show would be that he would not pass and would not be able to participate 
in the graduation ceremonies. Understanding the rapport I had with this stu-
dent (he took general chemistry, AP chemistry, and physics from me), these 
teachers also informed me that he conveyed to them that he was not satisfied 
with his performance his senior year and was just going to repeat it.

I assumed there surely must be some misunderstanding, so I tried—and 
failed—to contact him via telephone. Since I had just finished giving my last 
final exam, I drove to his house to find out more. Although no one answered 
my repeated knocks on the door, I saw someone peeking through the blinds, 
so I continued with the knocking. To make a long story shorter, he answered 
the door, and I questioned his actions before making it clear I was not leaving 
without him. He finally agreed, and we drove to the school so he could com-
plete his two final exams. To this day, he continues to thank me for helping 
to get him back on track.

Sometimes students just need to know there is someone who wants it more 
than they do at the moment. This is someone who can provide encourage-
ment for the student to do that which they may fear. For some students, the 
confidence in your voice can be enough to give them the confidence they need 
to rise to the next level of performance. This is another reason why I do not 
agree with the aphorism I have heard many times in my career: “You can’t 
want it more than they do.” Although I understand its meaning, I have learned 
that sometimes we must want it more than they do, just so they can get to a 
point where they realize they should want it, too. This probably sounds famil-
iar to many parents because it is something most parents find out, sooner or 
later, in the process of raising children.
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“HOW WILL USING EFFECTIVE LEARNING 
STRATEGIES PREPARE THEM FOR UNIVERSITY?”

We have to assume this question refers to the common perception that uni-
versities expect students to compensate for any and all levels of instruction. 
However, students who have not learned how to study, critically think, and 
persist through obstacles do not have much chance of success in this type of 
environment. Therefore, it is crucial for those of us working at the community 
college level to focus on learning as it pertains to total student development. 
Too many times strategies acquire a negative stigma (“high-schoolish,” 
“spoon-feeding,” etc.). In actuality, the only defining feature of a strategy 
should be its ability to effectively inspire and facilitate learning.

Organizations such as the John Gardner Institute have been helping col-
leges and universities address some of the same issues that plague community 
colleges—enrollment, retention, lack of crucial life skills, completion, faculty 
training and accountability, and so on. By redesigning those essential first-
year gateway courses, universities can provide a more engaging, relevant, and 
supportive learning environment for first-year students.

A basic component of this redesign is the creation of student learning 
objectives for every assessment or unit. These crystal-clear expectations for 
students are the very first step of the educational process. If this step is skipped 
(as with the first step of any process), every strategy that follows is simply 
an effort to compensate for the fact that the first and most important step was 
omitted. Chapter 6 will cover these course redesign standards in more detail.

The creation of these objectives allows faculty to reassess course content to 
ensure key concepts are given adequate practice and exposure. This process 
also helps eliminate much of the rote knowledge transmission in classrooms 
that can be more effectively covered through other avenues, or that is not 
essentially relevant to understanding course concepts. This is called content 
tyranny. It refers to the tendency of educators to try to cover too much mate-
rial, typically leading to students absorbing less material at a more superfi-
cial level. By focusing instead on analyzing issues or problems rather than 
conveying information, students begin to adopt a deeper and more critical 
learning process.

One of the reasons given (what some people might call excuses) for not 
teaching these life and study skills is that community college students should 
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be prepared for the next level of higher education. To address this miscon-
ception, I would like to point out that preparing for the next level does not 
require being at the next level. If it did, we would not call it the “next” level. 
Preparation, instead, is about providing the basic skill training students need 
to succeed in the workplace or the next level of higher education. More 
importantly, and as Dr. Terry O’Banion states, a goal of education is not 
always about the next level—it should be “about earning a good living and 
living a good life.”

“I GUESS WE MUST BE ALL THINGS 
TO ALL STUDENTS”

This statement typically reflects an emotionally reactive response to the inevi-
tability of change. Although we can never be “all things to all students,” this 
does not mean educators can relinquish their responsibility to be as much as 
they can be to as many students as possible. This response is another example of 
why mindset is so much more important than skillset, and why removing self-
imposed limitations is a way to maximize development of the skillset. By focus-
ing on learning and total student development, student success is inevitable.

“THEY ARE NOT TRYING HARD ENOUGH 
OR ARE NOT MOTIVATED ENOUGH”

This statement is common advice given to struggling students, although 
without sufficient training in more effective study strategies students are more 
likely to resort to survival techniques more focused on completing tasks than 
learning. Like many of the other responses in this chapter, this statement 
shows a disconnect between the culture of many faculty members and the 
cultures present in our diverse student population. Although “diversity” is a 
good buzzword to stimulate warm feelings, it is difficult to practice strategies 
that lead to diversity in course success, retention, and completion without a 
deeper understanding of cultures outside our own and the empathy that results 
from this understanding.

To keep it simple, KISS it: If we use a limited set of instructional and sup-
port strategies, we can expect a limited set of students to be successful. If we 
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diversify our instructional and support strategies, we are more likely to have 
a more diverse set of successful students. Maximizing diversity of strategies 
maximizes the diversity of completion. In fact, why would we continue to 
use only traditional methods with nontraditional students? This is especially 
pertinent at community colleges because the majority of community college 
students are considered nontraditional, whether by federal or real-world 
definitions.

For students with a limited set of effective life and study skills, “trying 
harder” is not always a productive solution. Instead, they require more effec-
tive skills they can only gain through a focus on learning and total student 
development. For many students, the classroom may be the only environment 
where they can learn and develop those skills.

By incorporating active-learning strategies that do not rely on simple 
“telling,” educators can ensure effective skill development occurs through 
teaching, modeling, and practicing in a supportive environment, and one 
where training must rely on relentlessly attention to constantly applying the 
fundamental concepts throughout the course. This describes the roles of the 
educator—to teach, coach, mentor, counsel, and inspire!

As for references to motivation, we must ask ourselves just who deter-
mines the appropriate level of student motivation? How is this ideal level of 
motivation determined? Is it determined by how the student sits, looks, or 
responds in class? Could overwhelming family problems be misconstrued as 
a lack of motivation? Could frustration with the lack of effective instructional 
and support strategies practiced by the instructor be misconstrued as a lack 
of motivation?

Just using the term “motivation” indicates another disconnect with the 
culture of origin of many of our students. After all, the recent COVID pan-
demic resulted in many faculty feeling overwhelmed and underprepared for 
the changes they needed to make. Yet most faculty probably do not perceive 
their difficulties acclimating to COVID to be a “motivational” issue.

This is precisely why our responsibility as professional educators is not 
to just present the material but to inspire and facilitate learning. A focus on 
learning naturally involves more emphasis on course relevance, as well as 
on strategies to support motivation. Although students can “try harder” and 
be “more motivated,” in a traditional classroom this results in about as much 
improvement as attempting to nail up a plywood wall with a screwdriver. 
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Provide students with a hammer, and watch their energy, motivation, and 
persistence rise to another level. Better yet, provide them with a nail gun, and 
see what they can build. Providing students with comparable tools in their 
tool kits allows for greater diversity in learning, which can contribute to clos-
ing student achievement gaps.

Although everyone seems to be an expert on evaluating others, one of 
the most valued assets for leaders is a constant self-assessment/evaluation. 
Simply put, “We find comfort in those who agree with us and growth in 
those who don’t.” Unfortunately, the continued reliance on the preceding 
statements in this chapter, which should by now sound archaic, contribute to 
a fixed mindset that undermines the growth needed to maximize learning for 
students and for faculty.

It is time to pass every instructional decision through the filter of the com-
munity college MVP to inspire and facilitate learning with a diverse student 
population and ensure maximum growth in a minimal amount of time for a 
maximum number of students.

To reiterate a couple of key points from this chapter:

•	 Putting students that do not know how to effectively learn in classrooms 
with teachers who do not know how to effectively facilitate learning is a 
recipe for disaster—TASE!

•	 Small class sizes in community colleges are only an advantage if they are 
used as an advantage.
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Following the approach of leading colleges around the nation and our state, 
WCCD adopted an at-scale philosophy and system. Its results were recog-
nized by the AACC, and it was named the top community college in the 
nation for student success in 2017. This Award of Excellence by AACC was 
not due to implementation of a boutique program or even a magical set of 
strategies unique to our institution but was the result of an intentional growth 
mindset focused on the primary reason for instruction—learning.

The program developed at WCCD is called the I-CAN program. Improve-
ment: Constant and Never-Ending. It began in the fall of 2007 as a faculty-
driven and data-inspired response to high withdrawals and failures in the 
science division. Identifying the top problems that were impeding student 
learning and developing a strategy to address each problem set the stage for 
integrating a growth mindset at the divisional level.

Our only requirement in response to an identified problem was that doing 
nothing was not an option—a challenge the science faculty accepted with a 
passion and purpose that was in direct alignment with our Professional Edu-
cator Commitment Statement at WCCD that was later adopted by our state 
ILA (Appendix A). The key to this document was not necessarily in what it 
conveyed as much as it was that something was conveyed—written evidence 
of a higher degree of standards and expectations from a group responsible for 
training our next generation of leaders.

The approach also incorporated a powerful question to help transform 
instruction through constant improvement: Every time we identified a 

Chapter 4

Kaizen Is Key to Transformation
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problem, we asked, “What am I doing about it?” Many of the issues we 
addressed were previously considered out of our control, such as student 
attendance. However, once faculty began to see substantial results with 
small changes to pedagogy, their mindsets and confidence enriched, and they 
sensed a greater degree of control over student success.

This increased confidence led to departmental standards that addressed 
each area of concern related to student learning and success, both in the 
cognitive and affective domains. Strategies included improving student per-
ceptions of the learning environment through more intentional use of survey 
results, providing detailed unit objectives and lecture videos, frequent low-
stakes assessments, early intrusive interventions, and several pedagogical 
changes (more information is provided about specific strategies in chapter 
6). These standards served as a lead-by-example approach which greatly 
benefited adjunct instructors as well.

Our results were immediate and substantial. With no additional funding, 
the next year saw a 31 percent increase in the number of students attending 
class, over 400 percent increase in the number of students showing up pre-
pared for class, and a 47 percent increase in the number of successful students 
(C or higher) across all biology courses. A faculty mentoring program was 
also established. This, as well as monthly professional development focused 
relentlessly on student success combined with completely built courses 
available online, helped create a sustainable culture of quality in the science 
division.

Following the format that led to increases in student learning in the sci-
ences, the same strategies were implemented for the top ten enrollment 
courses and developmental courses at WCCD in 2012. Analysis of data from 
these courses revealed the same deficiencies exposed in the science division 
five years prior. By focusing on the most common first-year courses, all 
full-time general academic faculty and over 90 percent of general academic 
adjunct faculty were directly involved. These efforts had a direct impact on all 
degree-seeking students, all of whom participate in several of these courses. 
This approach allowed a maximum number of students to be impacted as 
early in their college career as possible, and in a minimum amount of time.

The AACC’s Reclaiming the American Dream report was released in April 
2012 and was a blessing to our newly implemented I-CAN initiative, as we 
were in the early stages of change—mostly denial. This report reiterated 
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almost every aspect of our initiative and was required reading by all fac-
ulty. This reading assignment was then followed by divisional meetings to 
provide collaborative reflection on the report. The report served as a crucial 
component in managing faculty resistance, as did the name of our initiative. 
Removing any logical opposition from educators was the goal of the I-CAN 
initiative’s name because “constant improvement” is a logical core require-
ment for all professionals in any field.

The acronym was similar to the one that motivational speaker Tony Rob-
bins used (CANI) several years ago in order to avoid using the term Kaizen. 
He felt a need to come up with terminology people in our culture could 
better identify with, but still keep the same fundamental meaning as Kaizen 
(discussed more later). At WCCD, we felt the need to send a more positive 
message to both students and faculty that conveyed the power of a growth 
mindset, hence the change to I-CAN. The goal was to develop a leadership 
mentality throughout the institution that would result in a more unified team 
approach to learning—an eventual conversion from I-CAN to We-CAN, har-
nessing the power of at-scale participation.

I-CAN was fully implemented in fall 2012, and it began to lead to substan-
tial results in fall 2013. Ultimately, the program resulted in closing socioeco-
nomic student achievement gaps, while also increasing enrollment, retention, 
and completion. Achievement gaps were completely closed in developmental 
studies, while over 75 percent of the gap was closed for the top ten enroll-
ment courses. The most surprising statistic prior to implementation of I-CAN 
showed that higher-income minority students had almost a 50 percent greater 
chance of success in the top enrollment courses than the lower-income 
minority student. This supported national data showing a direct relationship 
between family income and test scores in math, reading, and writing.

In summary, institutional efforts resulted in a 27 percent increase in fall-
to-fall retention rates at WCCD for the 2014 cohort compared to the baseline 
from 2011, and a 5.3 percent increase in enrollment for fall 2014 as com-
pared to fall 2013. This enrollment increase was the highest in the state and 
earned WCCD a spot on the top-100 fastest growing community colleges in 
the nation. However, the biggest surprise was the increase in AA/AS degree 
completion rates, which depend on general academic course success.

After the first full year of I-CAN, the college also implemented a college-
wide completion campaign focused on “Getting the Tassel.” This campaign 
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involved every employee of WCCD working to support efforts emphasizing 
student completion. Combined with instructional improvements, these efforts 
resulted in a 67 percent increase in the number of AA/AS completers for 
2014–2015 as compared to 2010–2011.

The same growth mindset that supported the I-CAN initiative fuels a phi-
losophy that has been practiced by Japanese businesses since World War II. 
The Japanese word “Kaizen” is by now a familiar term in the business world, 
and it simply means “change (kai) for better (Zen).” In the Western world, 
it is translated as “continuous improvement.” Although Kaizen may sound 
fluid, it depends on data and statistics. In Japan, it is credited with moving 
the economy from last-place in the industrialized world after World War II to 
second-place in just ten years.

In general, and at WCCD, Kaizen is a daily process designed to be prac-
ticed by all employees. It demands a focus on small ideas and improvements 
that can be immediately implemented. The methodology includes making 
changes, monitoring results, and adjusting as needed—a process that mimics 
scientific reasoning (critical thinking) and that results in action. The key to its 
efficacy is that improvements are made using existing employees, technolo-
gies, and funds. This avoids the common excuses involving a lack of fund-
ing, inadequate technology, and lack of time, while igniting innovation at the 
individual level. The complacency resulting from these excuses is therefore 
avoided, placing the brain in a more positive and proactive mode of growth.

These improvements result from daily and immediate adjustments, as 
employees practice innovation prompted by constant communication and 
adherence to data. By focusing on leading data in the classroom (frequent 
assessments, test scores, assignments submitted, attendance, student engage-
ment, etc.), faculty are able to make immediate changes in pedagogy and/
or offer supportive interventions. The efficiency of the entire institution is 
enhanced as problems are solved at the lowest level possible. Frequent meet-
ings used to share new improvements while brainstorming additional activi-
ties and strategies are a great way to maintain motivation and momentum 
through constant collaboration and celebration, a celebration inspired by the 
data.

The cycle of Kaizen activity involves planning ® doing ® checking ® 
acting. For accrediting agencies this process is sometimes called “closing the 
loop,” and it happens by analyzing data, implementing a possible solution, 
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analyzing the newly implemented strategy for effectiveness, and then mak-
ing the necessary changes to maximize effectiveness. This process is another 
version of the scientific method: We make observations, formulate a possible 
solution (hypothesis) based on these observations/data, implement the pos-
sible solution (experiment) while recording data, and then formulate a con-
clusion, which may indicate a need to repeat this process. This process does 
not result in a win or lose situation, as it is always focused on what can be 
done to improve—once again, we either win or learn, or both.

By implementing a program founded on the principles of Kaizen, the 
problematic conditions in the educational system associated with traditional 
educational paradigms, such as the long lag times associated with curriculum 
changes, the efforts to find funding resources, and the requirement to develop 
needed technologies, become a secondary focus. Instead, the primary focus 
is on innovations by individual employees.

It is important to note on the individual level anything that is a new strat-
egy for a teacher would be considered innovative for that teacher, although 
it may be common with other teachers or other subject areas. It reminds me 
of a secondhand store called Nu2U. If a teacher is using case studies for the 
first time, it may be considered innovative, although the studies may be com-
monplace in courses such as nursing and psychology courses.

Successful innovations are then shared and disseminated through col-
laboration, resulting in additional documented action plans that are also 
implemented. Every committee meeting starts with the question, “What have 
you implemented that was new to you and increased learning?” This not only 
involves all employees in the mission of “inspiring and facilitating learning” 
but also takes advantage of the fact that innovation breeds innovation. After 
all, if you hang around three courageously innovative folks, you will soon be 
the fourth!

There are no ideas considered too small if they enhance the learning expe-
rience. Since research has determined that the most significant common fac-
tor among the most effective teachers is the “human factor,” it is imperative 
that each instructor works to maximize the effects of these strategies through 
constant assessment within his/her content area.

Although the human factor distinguishes the learning process from the 
manufacturing process, there are many commonalities. These common-
alities provide educators with learning opportunities (conversely, the lack of 
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perceived commonalities hinders innovations across different fields or even 
between different institutional departments). The approach associated with 
manufacturing processes, such as Six Sigma, is in direct alignment with the 
Kaizen approach and the scientific method. Each of these processes shares in 
common the intentional approach to data-collecting and direct targeting for 
solutions.

Six Sigma methodology, another version of Kaizen, was developed in the 
mid-1980s by engineers at Motorola as a way to improve manufacturing pro-
cesses. Successful implementation reduced product defects and improved prof-
its, employee morale, and quality of products or services as a result of increased 
performance and decreased process variations. At its core, Six Sigma involves 
collecting and leveraging data to eliminate defects and waste in manufactur-
ing, with the end goal of improving overall efficiency and quality.

Although this methodology is most effective with repetitive, assembly-
line style operations, where individual steps can be isolated, examined, and 
improved upon, the concepts/principles are also applicable to our efforts to 
maximize effectiveness in the classroom. Just as meeting this goal for an 
entire academic department or institution requires participation from every-
one involved, so, too, for the effective functioning of Six Sigma. This is why 
effective leadership is required.

In education, combining a focus on improving positive student perceptions 
with the implementation of proven instructional and support strategies pro-
duces synergetic effects that are much greater than a sum of individual parts. 
As in Six Sigma or Kaizen, analysis of these strategies allows for refinements 
to maximize effectiveness. This is a holistic approach, meaning, it addresses 
all areas affecting student learning and is designed to develop all aspects of 
the student that can lead to increased opportunities in life and the workplace.

Coupled with accountability for action, this process explains how WCCD 
was able to achieve maximum results in a minimum amount of time. For 
example, when institutions focus initial efforts on the highest enrollment first-
year courses, a maximum number of students are impacted. For classroom 
instructors, this meant big initial efforts, such as course redesigns in their 
highest enrollment courses, but the work directly impacted the most students. 
Such improvements were not unique to WCCD: Two other community col-
leges in Alabama used the same approach as I-CAN and achieved similar 
results.
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The growth mindset is a prerequisite to significant improvements associ-
ated with the human factor, and it is one reason why some instructors can take 
even the simplest of strategies and obtain significant results, while others can 
take the best strategies and obtain limited results. Because the human fac-
tor relies on feelings and perceptions, we use course evaluations (which are 
explained in more detail in chapter 6) to improve positive perceptions. These, 
in turn, have a powerful impact on student success.

A learning environment that encourages taking risks can produce the most 
innovation, creativity, and inspiration for both students and faculty. This 
environment can be cultivated in classrooms, departments, committee meet-
ings, and entire institutions. Constantly communicating with crystal-clarity an 
expectation of a total focus on inspiring and facilitating learning can provide 
the safety needed from more vocal status quo groups resisting this change.

THE POWER OF AT-SCALE PARTICIPATION

The deeper learning and critical thinking that results from implementing 
effective strategies are its own intellectual rewards. However, maximum 
return on investment for the institution occurs as increases in retention, satis-
faction, attendance, preparation for class, and completion are realized.

As with many other community colleges in the nation, WCCD did not 
have as much of an enrollment or budget problem as it did a retention prob-
lem caused by a lack of at-scale implementation of more effective student-
centered instructional, support, and assessment strategies. This became more 
evident after at-scale implementation of I-CAN when WCCD had the greatest 
increase in enrollment of all community colleges in the state, as well as an 
additional $2.3 million per year in revenue due to the retention increases for 
full-time students only.

The at-scale implementation of these strategies occurs as a growth mindset 
realizes the question is not about whether an active learning strategy will 
work, but about how it can be adjusted to maximize effectiveness in each of 
our courses. At-scale implementation is achieved through each faculty mem-
ber adhering to constant improvements in instructional and support strategies. 
Of course, once the philosophy of I-CAN has been comprehensively adopted, 
the next step is to share results and celebrate successes—in other words, lead-
ers and teacher-leaders must lead by example.



70 Chapter 4

Constantly adjusting instructional strategies is just as crucial as students 
adjusting study strategies to meet the objectives of a particular subject or 
assessment method. This is precisely why a key to success of a Kaizen 
approach like I-CAN is the self-motivation generated by constantly applying 
a positive, can-do growth mindset. The absolute best professional develop-
ment faculty leaders can experience is to implement a new strategy in the 
classroom, then adapt and improvise this activity or strategy to achieve maxi-
mum effectiveness. As previously mentioned, committing to just one new 
activity each week will lead to about forty new activities each academic year.

Maximizing success of at-scale holistic approaches such as the I-CAN 
initiative relies on the ability to obtain participation by all faculty. Many 
times, this participation must precede buy-in, as waiting for complete buy-in 
from all faculty stands as a major obstacle for institutions attempting to apply 
more effective learning strategies, despite decades of research showing the 
significant value teachers bring to the learning process. Since buy-in is the 
last of six stages of change/resistance before ownership, the initial focus is 
on providing a consistently persistent level of TASE (training, accountability, 
support, and encouragement)—and logic—to facilitate movement out of the 
first stage of denial.

In the Kaizen environment, actions are expedited because they are based 
on using data and statistics to identify issues and problems. The human factor 
plays such an important role in instruction, it is imperative we minimize our 
emotional reactions (Q-TIP) by making decisions based on data; otherwise, 
changes and improvements would be limited by whether the instructor “felt” 
the need or desire to change.

Implementing new, active student-centered teaching strategies can be stress-
ful for many instructors, creating a natural tendency for some to avoid change 
and simply continue with strategies they feel more comfortable with, even if 
these strategies have a negative impact on student learning. The encouragement 
and support from those further along the change spectrum can provide a much-
needed incentive for others to venture outside their comfort zone.

Although accountability may need to originate at a different or higher level 
than an individual faculty member, the key to the other three areas mentioned 
earlier is regular collaborative meetings where the more progressive faculty 
members have an opportunity to lead by example. It is important to keep 
in mind how difficult it can be for teacher-leaders to inspire others toward 
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buy-in—and ultimately ownership and extreme ownership—if they have not 
completely bought into the fact that it is all about learning.

When loosely applied, the concept of academic freedom seems to have 
given some instructors the leeway to teach as they see fit, although it was 
never intended to allow the continued use of ineffective strategies that dis-
criminate against those who could benefit the most from postsecondary edu-
cation: low-income, first-generation students. Teaching with strategies most 
effective for learning with the students you have takes precedence over many 
traditional strategies which one may be more comfortable using.

This is precisely why the AACC report, “Reclaiming the American 
Dream” (April 2012) stated a need to “courageously end ineffective teaching 
strategies.” The words are clearly purposeful: implementing a new strategy 
does not take as much skill as it does courage to venture outside the confines 
of one’s comfort zone and beyond self-perceived limitations. This is the same 
courage required of students to extend themselves and try new strategies. Just 
as with all other skills and behaviors, it is much easier to effectively teach that 
which is practiced by the instructor.

By employing the intentionality associated with coaching to every activ-
ity, every class period, and every assessment, teacher-leaders can constantly 
analyze their strategies for ways to improve learning. This intentional process 
relies on constant improvement, just as with the Kaizen concept and Six 
Sigma, and is much more about mindset than skillset. The ability to overcome 
a less developed skillset with mindset is one reason underdogs win in educa-
tion, as well as in sports, business, and military. By developing a persistent 
and determined mindset of whatever-it-takes to increase student learning 

with a diverse population, results are achieved which are well beyond the 
norm. In other words, making an uncommon commitment to a common goal 
and purpose (learning) produces uncommon results.

Because over two-thirds of the jobs in this country require postsecondary 
credentials, the single greatest thing people can do today to increase opportu-
nities in life for themselves and their children or future children is the pursuit 
of higher education. The country’s enormous skill gap has created a crisis 
that can also be a wonderful opportunity for the community college system to 
enhance social justice and family-supporting wages for the most underserved. 
Understanding this situation can provide us a greater sense of empathy and 
purpose for our efforts. We must all redefine academic freedom to recognize 
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the “freedom” afforded teachers comes with a sacred responsibility to strive 
for an environment of equitable opportunities for success for all.

As previously argued, even though teachers choose their instructional and 
support strategies, they do not typically suffer the immediate consequences 
of choosing and using ineffective strategies. Yet, they may suffer long-term 
consequences as enrollments decrease, and, taking a broader view, they may 
be adversely impacted by the effects of diminished skill sets and tax revenues 
for their communities. The students and taxpayers, along with the college, 
community, state, and nation, all pay the price for a poor choice of strate-
gies which lead to reduced enrollment, retention, completion, and economic 
viability.

Just as the Japanese relied on the honor and integrity of workers to promote 
the concept of continuous improvement to increase the economic strength of 
their nation, so should this expectation extend to institutions of higher learn-
ing. It would be a breach of academic integrity to know a problem exists with 
student learning and yet do nothing to address the problem, just as it would 
be to know strategies proven to increase student learning/success and not 
implement them.

There is honor in providing a level of training, accountability, support, 
and encouragement that exceeds set standards. As mentioned previously, the 
minimum standard for the leadership mindset is the maximum—a standard 
that will never truly be met and a reason constant improvement can be so per-
sonally transformational. The prerequisite for these changes is a commitment 
to learning—for students, faculty, staff, and administration.

The reluctance to focus on learning may result from the paradigm where 
rigor is believed to be generated when students memorize an abundance of 
content. This knowledge-transmission approach had more value a few gen-
erations ago, but today, the overwhelming amount of information available 
literally at our fingertips has shifted educational rigor to quality learning 
associated with critical thinking and problem-solving skills. Critically analyz-
ing to solve problems based on data and evidence is the ultimate objective 
of education in this century and is the very component of Kaizen that leads 
to lifelong learning and constant improvement in all areas of life, while also 
putting a premium on learning quality over quantity.

The cycle of Kaizen activity—Plan ® DO ® Check ® ACT!—resembles 
that which institutions seek to employ in their strategic planning process, 
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although large student achievement gaps reflect a much too common neglect 
at the level of instruction. Finding the root cause for a lack of effectiveness 
is crucial to the improvement process, as much of our time and energy can 
be wasted chasing multiple issues that could have been solved by addressing 
the root cause. The feeling of constantly “putting out fires” indicates a need 
for teachers/leaders to address root causes. In these situations, KISS is just 
another way of reminding us to stick to basics before specific details.

The reference to “putting out fires” reminds me of my first high school 
position where I taught chemistry and physics. Teachers designated specific 
duties in the lab to student lab partners. For instance, one pair was designated 
the fire extinguishers and was responsible for getting the fire extinguisher off 
the wall bracket and ready in case of a fire. One day in lab, as I was across 
the room working with another group, there was a slit in one group’s gas 
hose and flames began to shoot out of it. By the time I saw the flames, the 
fire extinguisher group had already removed the fire extinguisher from the 
wall and had pulled the pin to extinguish the fire. I directed them to stop as I 
moved across the room and turned the gas supply handle off.

Although I had covered the details of their actions in case of a fire, I did not 
elaborate on the basics of firefighting. The first step of firefighting is remov-
ing air, or oxygen, from the fire and/or cutting off the supply of accelerant. 
After praising the extinguisher group for their prompt response to what they 
perceived as an emergency, we had a longer discussion about how to better 
address fire issues, whether in the lab or at home. As with many other issues 
in the classroom, this was one I had not anticipated—or maybe there was so 
much to cover that I just skipped over that part.

This was a teaching moment for me and a learning moment for my class: 
We were able to focus on the basics of firefighting (to essentially KISS it), 
and we discussed why some strategies work better in certain situations. 
Reflecting on this experience in the lab allowed us to discuss the advantages 
of remaining as calm as possible in the midst of chaos and confusion. Our 
discussion carried over to tests, and how overwhelming anxiety can only 
decrease the chances of success on tests. We then talked over techniques that 
could be used to reduce test anxiety, including more effective preparation.

Once again, it is much easier to adapt and improvise in any area of life if 
we understand the basics. This is particularly true for students: By connect-
ing our discussion to a memorable event in the lab, students were able to use 
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the experience as a tool with which they could relate other, more relevant 
examples from their lives. This is an example of maximizing learning by 
maximizing the connections made with other areas of the students’ lives, 
thereby enhancing relevancy.

Kaizen can also be facilitated by implementing a leadership mentality 
throughout the organization (classroom, department, division, and institu-
tion), creating an environment where problems are solved at the lowest level 
possible. When the MVP of the college is clearly and consistently communi-
cated (CC the MVP) by as many faculty and administrators as possible, and 
responsibility is comprehensively shared for finding institutionally appropri-
ate solutions for all problems, solutions can be implemented at the lowest 
level possible, ultimately resulting in more control and empowerment for 
faculty. Think about it: Isn’t it much easier for you to implement appropriate 
solutions when you fully understand and adopt your colleges’ MVP?

ONLY NEW MISTAKES ALLOWED

A key component of Kaizen is that constant improvement is more important 
than maintaining an environment free of mistakes, hence the mental rule 
of “only new mistakes allowed.” In other words, aggressively employing 
innovative strategies and solving problems at the lowest level, even though 
mistakes may occur, is more important than never committing mistakes 
but making only limited progress. Once a “mistake” is identified, students 
(or anyone affected) must be given the benefit of doubt, while intentional 
strategies are implemented to ensure the mistake does not reoccur. Using 
mistakes as opportunities to improve is a key to lifelong learning and constant 
improvement and therefore crucial to student and faculty success.

Nothing short of a professional educator and teacher-leader—someone 
committed to constant improvement in instructional and support strategies 
focused on learning—can effectively inspire and facilitate learning with a 
diverse and underserved population. The most effective teachers operate with 
a passion and purpose reserved for true professional educators by adopting 
the mantra that the “only wrong answer in response to any variable impeding 

student learning is to simply do . . . nothing.” In other words, we can make 
progress or excuses but not at the same time!

In summary, the uncommon results obtained by WCCD, Indian River 
State College, and Miami Dade College (and many other colleges that have 
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adopted a learning-centered approach) depend on the presence of a growth 
mindset (leadership mentality) throughout the institutions, and especially 
with faculty. This mindset fuels innovation and creativity, while creating 
an environment conducive to self-motivation and to taking proactive risks 
through well-defined boundaries and expectations. A paradigm focused on 
the positive aspects of a team effort must start at the very top and be con-
stantly and courageously communicated with crystal-clarity and enthusiasm 
at every possible opportunity!

Although the challenges are immense, this is what professional educators 
do. There is simply no place in the community college of today or anytime 
in the future for anything less than a growth mindset committed to improve-
ment, constant and never-ending (as in, I-CAN) in instructional and support 
strategies. What an incredibly honorable approach to serving our country by 
providing a truly equal opportunity for success through higher education!

CC THE MVP

When approximately a quarter of all community college students do not 
return for a second term and almost half do not return for a second year, 
we do not have an enrollment problem—we have a retention problem. 
The problem is spurred by a lack of MVP clarity. To CC the MVP—to 
courageously commit to MVP—provides the direction for a unified team 
approach to close socioeconomic achievement gaps and increases retention 
and completion. Just as explaining the “why” is most important in bring-
ing relevance, meaning, and unity to students and faculty, it is also crucial 
to developing initiative to adapt and improvise without the requirement of 
direct oversight.

Terry O’Banion says, “The Completion Agenda is the most important and 
significant reform efforts in our lifetime! Never before has there been such 
overwhelming and overreaching agreement among ALL major stakeholders 
in this country. Never has there been so much sound research supporting 
these efforts. If we are to improve on our record of student success, the role 
of the teacher in creating learning must become the primary focus of the 
Completion Agenda.” Realizing the challenges of inspiring all faculty to 
action, Dr. O’Banion continues, “To achieve even a modicum of success in 
reaching the goals of the Completion Agenda, will require leaders who will 
disturb the universe!”
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The MVP provides unity of focus, as all faculty and staff are responsible 
for the mission of inspiring and facilitating learning with a diverse group 

of students. This cultural growth mentality seeks to meet the challenge of 
“providing a high-quality education to millions of often underserved stu-

dents” (RTAD, 2012), something that cannot be accomplished with irrelevant 
instruction and low-quality support strategies. From a data standpoint, how 
effective we are with these “underserved students” can be determined by how 
well the most at-risk students are performing and how much student achieve-
ment gaps have closed.

This MVP must be constantly communicated and data shared throughout 
the organization at every opportunity by as many faculty and administrators 
as possible in order to avoid mission/vision slippage and maintain adherence 
to the Kaizen philosophy. The MVP is a constant reminder of the importance 
of our sacred responsibilities as community college faculty. Our responsibil-
ity is not to just convey information to students (we already know that telling 
is not teaching), but to inspire and facilitate learning.

Many teachers can identify the problems associated with student learning 
but do not feel it is their responsibility to change instructional and support 
strategies. However, there has never been so much sound research supporting 
a more active engagement in the learning process, nor has there been more 
for supportive relationships. This environment increases learning for all stu-
dents, although substantially more for the least prepared. Neither the personal 
discomfort of change nor the inability to completely solve the problem is 
legitimate excuses for doing nothing to improve learning.

This mission of providing a truly equal opportunity for success through 
higher education is paramount to upward socioeconomic mobility and main-
taining the values and principles that form the foundation of our American 
culture. In a time where work is learning and learning is work, we should con-
stantly remind students of the dignity of work and value of education. Their 
pursuit of higher education is the single greatest thing they can do to increase 
opportunities in life for both themselves and their children or future children, 
and they should be reminded of this often and enthusiastically.

Courageous commitment to the MVP is needed for both focus and 
momentum, as the combined efforts of all surpass the sum of the individual 
parts. Although skill and talent can only take you so far, the positive can-do 
mindset of whatever-it-takes to increase student learning, especially for those 
first-generation college students from a life of generational poverty, will take 
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you well beyond your self-perceived limitations and into that magical realm 
of growth outside your comfort zone—providing the experience needed to 
empower students with this same resilience.

The most common comment from faculty participating in constant improve-
ment of instructional and support strategies is about how amazed they are that 
such small changes result in such profound and obvious improvements in 
student learning and motivation. Although we may not be able to directly 
control the number of faculty on our team who participate in constructive 
changes, we each directly control our own level of commitment to this pro-
cess. By encouraging and sharing successful strategies, we can prompt small 
but impactful changes in our colleagues and others. The multiplying effect of 
these efforts become more profound as more faculty participate in strategies 
proven to enhance learning.

As an example, the average full-time community college instructor can 
teach as many as 10,000 or more students over a thirty-year career. If only one 
of every 100 students were inspired to become a teacher themselves, the aver-
age community college instructor would produce approximately 100 teachers 
over their career. If each of these 100 teachers also taught 10,000 students 
over their careers, there would be 1,000,000 students impacted! These expo-
nential effects depend only on consistent but small efforts from all.

Carrying this concept to the classroom, if each course section/class had 
only one more successful student in that section that would not have statisti-
cally been successful prior, a college of 100 full-time and 100 adjunct faculty 
would result in as many as 700 more successful students. Since these were all 
previously at-risk students, the empowerment they experience will not only 
affect the students themselves but their family and friends as well.

The power of exponential growth should not be overlooked when planning 
for at-scale implementation. Using a financial example that illustrates the 
power of consistency, while also presenting the reality that results may not 
present themselves as quickly as we would like, can be a memorable learning 
experience. Using a calendar month with thirty-one days, how much money 
do you think you would accumulate in one month if you were given one 
penny the first day of the month and double that amount for the second day, 
and so on? The second day you would receive two pennies, the third day four 
pennies, the fourth day eight pennies, and so on.

Upon analysis, the end of the first week results in a grand total of $1.27 and 
the second week total is $162.56, resulting in accumulation of $163.83 for 
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the first two weeks. Had you been given the same double amount every other 

day, this would be your total at the end of four weeks. However, continuing 
with this scenario results in tremendous increases (exponential growth). The 
third week produces $20,807.68, with the last day of the week alone paying 
over $10,000. At this point, the numbers become larger quickly, with the 
fourth week alone paying over $2,663,000—and there are still three days left 
in the month! On the thirty-first day you would receive over $10.7 million, 
bringing your monthly total to almost $21.5 million.

The benefits of exponential growth are achieved with efforts which are 
early—starting today is better than starting tomorrow—and consistent. 
Although it may take time to convert a cycle of despair and dependency into 
a cycle of prosperity and independence, it takes much longer when efforts 
are delayed and inconsistent. The sooner we can help our students develop 
growth mindsets the longer they will have to take advantage of the learning, 
growth, and confidence this mindset can produce.

Even as the degree of effort and improvement vary individually, results are 
magnified exponentially through total participation toward a common MVP. 

Buy-in is not a prerequisite to significant improvements, but participation is. 
For many, buy-in will come as student learning becomes evident. Obtaining 
buy-in for the mission and vision is one of the primary responsibilities of 
leadership. This total participation is a pathway to ensuring all instructors 
on campus have better prepared students. The question for each of us is how 
we can influence others through committed actions by constantly striving for 
excellence. Each of our actions will cause others to reflect on their own defi-
nition of excellence and commit to following your lead—after all, we must 
lead, follow, or get out of the way!

USING KAIZEN TO OVERCOME A 
SENSE OF HOPELESSNESS

An international survey by the Brookings Institute several years ago found 
that over 30 percent of Americans did not feel their efforts controlled their 
success, and the percentages were even higher in European countries. We see 
this every day in community colleges. Many students do not see how their 
efforts control their success and instead exhibit a fixed mindset that sees suc-
cess related to talent.
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Of course, this may also apply to some faculty who may be stuck in the 
denial stage of change. Learning strategies proven to expand faculty control 
over classroom variables, variables we may have once considered out of our 
control, can be an empowering boost to overcoming a sense of hopelessness. 
We see this same thing in our students when they are taught more effective 
learning strategies. This potential empowerment is precisely why we must 
work to avoid blame, excuses, and a victim mentality, all of which give 
control to external variables and undermine efforts to meet our mission of 
providing a high-quality education.

The internal control of a leadership mindset comes from the all-important 
question for the Kaizen or I-CAN process—what are you doing about it? 
When you or your students realize there are things you can do to improve the 
situation, despair can be converted to hope for a better tomorrow.

A high-quality education is expected to help turn many of the perceived 
obstacles in life into stepping stones to success, as a more effective growth 
mindset and skillset leads to a more effective outlook on life and a realiza-
tion by many that their previous mindset was amplifying their perceptions of 
obstacles and limitations. This is a reason why the advice given by people 
who have worked their way to success tends to be surprisingly similar—adopt 
a more positive, growth mindset that converts consistently small efforts into 
larger successes.

In Ruby Payne’s book Understanding the Framework of Poverty (2005), 
she categorizes cultural paradigms from three different socioeconomic cat-
egories. She found that the group in the bottom third, those in poverty, tends 
to make decisions based on the present and on feelings, beliefs, and emotions. 
They may see education as abstract and not relevant to or even real in their 
life. This group was also prone to believing that destiny is based on fate and 
not on decisions and effort, supporting findings from other studies.

Generational poverty is more likely to foster survival instincts, which may 
lead to a sense of hopelessness and is further limited by a lack of encourage-
ment and training. Of course, the fixed mindset that results from not seeing 
how efforts control success may also result from not knowing what can be 
done to improve. Herein lies the power of a high-quality education.

A Kansas State University study (Hart & Risley, 2003) reiterated what 
other studies have shown regarding the impact of income on a lack of 
stimulation during those crucial first four years of a child’s life on a child’s 
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chances for equitable opportunity in life. To avoid skewed results, the study 
avoided households with obvious child neglect or abuse. Researchers found 
that in the households of higher-income college-educated parents (top third), 
children were exposed to over thirty million more words before even start-
ing kindergarten than children from the households of lowest income (bot-
tom third), least educated parents. Even middle-class children were exposed 
to over twelve million more words during this timeframe than the lowest 
income group. The importance of this study may not be in the actual number 
of words in the gap, but the fact there was such large gaps between different 
socioeconomic groups.

This study also found there were over 560,000 more encouraging than 
discouraging words spoken in the household of the top group, while over 
125,000 more discouraging words were spoken in the lowest group. This 
means children were exposed to twice as many discouraging than encourag-
ing words before even starting kindergarten. The middle-class group children 
heard twice as many encouraging than discouraging words.

What can we draw from these statistics? Clearly, the group needing encour-
agement the most tends to receive it the least. For faculty, internalizing these 
findings can provide the empathy and purpose needed to take our instruction 
and support to the next level because so many of our students come from 
environments that hinder their success. It is also through these findings that 
we can begin to see the importance of encouragement in all areas of life, and 
especially in the community college classroom.

These studies and results are shared to bring clarity and relevancy to the 
MVP while also providing the motivation needed to maximize learning 
and total student development. Our mission is designed to support the most 
underserved. A deeper understanding of this group helps solidify the purpose 
of our efforts in improving their quality of life, as well as the quality of life 
for their children or future children.

Although many community college students are underserved and under-
prepared, they are not incapable of learning. They may, however, require 
additional support, encouragement, and engagement in order to develop a 
growth mindset that realizes “I can’t does not mean I’m incapable.” The 
empowerment that comes with this mindset is truly transformative in the lives 
of students and faculty, as “I can’t” is always followed by “YET!”

For underserved students to have a better chance at community college 
success, they need to feel more connected to the learning process. Indeed, the 
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Center for Community College Student Engagement (CCCSE) found that not 
“feeling connected” was cited as the number-one reason students left college. 
Data from WCCD (2015) showed that if a student failed or withdrew from 
one of their first five college courses, their chance of completion was cut in 
half, and these statistics have been mirrored by Valencia College in Orlando 
and in national statistics.

Withdrawal or failure from a second course and the chances of comple-
tion were cut in half again. By the third and fourth withdrawal or failure, the 
chances of completion were virtually null. These statistics reinforce the need 
to make the greatest improvements in those first-term, highest enrollment 
courses (gateway courses) so as to have the greatest impact on the greatest 
number of students.

We already know, usually through common sense, that students are far 
more likely to feel connected in an active, engaging, and supportive learning-
centered environment. When administrators and faculty members commit 
to developing a culture of caring and appreciation for their students, they 
take a step toward helping students overcome their insecurities and low 
self-worth. Facilitating connections between your students, as well as with 
the subject matter, should be the primary concern of all first-day activi-
ties. These connections will set the stage for more effective collaborations 
and learning and are a key component of the constant improvements of  
Kaizen.

If we are to improve on our record of student success the role of 
the teacher in creating learning must become the primary focus of 
the Completion Agenda. To achieve even a modicum of success in 
reaching the goals of the Completion Agenda, will require leaders who 
will disturb the universe!

—Dr. Terry O’Banion

There are several points in this chapter worth revisiting:

•	 Kaizen is a daily process designed to be practiced by all employees which 
focuses on small ideas and improvements which can be immediately 
implemented.
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•	 There has never been so much sound research supporting a more active 
engagement in the learning process, combined with supportive relationships.

•	 A learning environment where there is safety in taking risks can produce 
the most innovation, creativity, and inspiration for both students and faculty.

•	 Many colleges do not have as much of an enrollment or budget problem 
as they do a retention problem caused by a lack of at-scale implementation 
of more effective student-centered instructional, support, and assessment 
strategies.

•	 By combining your focus on improving positive student perceptions (affec-
tive domain) with implementation of proven instructional and support 
strategies, the synergetic effects produce results which are much greater 
than a sum of the parts.

•	 With over two-thirds of the jobs in this country requiring postsecondary 
credentials, the single greatest thing people can do today to increase oppor-
tunities in life for themselves and their children or future children is the 
pursuit of higher education.

•	 Making an uncommon commitment to a common goal and purpose (learn-
ing) produces uncommon results.

•	 It is a breach of academic integrity to know a problem exists and do nothing 
to solve it, just as it is to know strategies proven to increase student learning 
and success and not implement them.

•	 KISS is just another way of saying to stick to basics before specific details.
•	 Faculty should ensure they are assessing students on their ability to learn 

and not on their ability to compensate for ineffective instructional and sup-
port strategies.

•	 Although skill and talent can only take one so far, the positive can-do 
mindset of whatever-it-takes to increase student learning, especially for 
first-generation college students from a life of generational poverty, will 
take instructors well beyond their self-perceived limitations and into that 
magical realm of growth outside their comfort zone.

•	 A growth mindset fuels innovation and creativity, while creating an envi-
ronment conducive to self-motivation and taking proactive risks through 
well-defined boundaries and expectations.
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At this point in the book, you know that “leader” is interchangeable with 
“teacher”: Great teachers lead and great leaders teach. Approaching our 
duties with a more intentional focus to promote a positive and encouraging 
learning environment allows us to lead students and colleagues from point A 
to point B. As with other concepts in teaching, intentionality is a process that 
requires frequent assessments, reflections, and adjustments. Intentionality is 
a purpose-driven, proactive—not reactive—process.

INTENTIONALLY TEACHING WHAT?

To better understand how classroom learning today differs from that of a 
few decades ago, we need only look at the dramatic changes in lifestyle and 
interactions with our environment that have occurred due to extraordinary 
advances in technology. Information and knowledge are the cheapest and 
most easily accessible than any other time in human history, although that 
cannot be said for the core competencies of communication and critical 
thinking. That access to information exploded further with the release of the 
iPhone in 2007.

In reflecting on where most educators learned to communicate and criti-
cally think, the result is that it naturally occurred in our upbringing as opposed 
to a classroom. Very limited technology forced us to apply effective means 
of communicating, critically thinking, and problem-solving to our everyday 
lives. Although these “soft skills” were plentiful, access to knowledge and 
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information was limited mainly to books and experts in the subject matter. 
It is not a surprise that classrooms during this time focused on how much 
knowledge and information could be obtained through courses of study.

Fast-forward to today and the situation has reversed. A lack of basic soft 
skills and competencies for many students, combined with easily acces-
sible information at their fingertips, has created the perfect storm whereby 
a passive learning environment focused on massive memorization for 
regurgitation on an exam is disconnected from the demands of the twenty-
first-century workplace. This message could not be any clearer as employers 
have consistently voiced their concerns about graduates having limited soft 
skills.

A recent national survey indicated that 93 percent of employers cared more 
about critical thinking, communication, and problem-solving skills than an 
undergraduate’s major field of study (HRA, 2013). Although there has never 
been so much overwhelming agreement among all the nation’s stakeholders 
on the value of these life skills, as well as so much research supporting more 
effective learning strategies, it does require a courageous change in paradigm 
for many instructors and administrators.

The learning-college concept has been the most popular and effective 
reform model for postsecondary education since The Learning College for 

the 21st Century was written by Terry O’Banion in 1997. Anticipating that 
a paradigm shift needed to occur, O’Banion outlined a reform model that 
included both students and teachers as learners because when teachers stop 
learning, so do students. Unfortunately, efforts to implement programs and 
initiatives that do not involve a critical mass of faculty have mostly failed to 
meet the demands of the nation’s Completion Agenda. The continued neces-
sity to enact the Completion Agenda suggests that community colleges have 
still not fully shifted into the educational paradigm required for twenty-first-
century success.

We now know that this paradigm should make use of breakthroughs in 
neurology indicating that maximum learning occurs in active learning envi-
ronments. Active learning is not a fad, but a comprehensive shift toward 
teaching and learning strategies founded in research about how the brain 
naturally learns. To KISS this, we ask ourselves how learning could be 
maximized if not teaching the way the brain naturally learns. By maximizing 
learning, we would be maximizing the chances for success for our students 
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in life and the workplace, a powerful step in achieving equity in opportunity 
in our communities.

Historically, formal education has been the site of a fundamental discon-
nect between how the brain naturally learns and classroom learning. This 
is one reason so many students say they love learning but hate school. The 
good news is that learning is a powerful motivator for future learning, and 
educators can take advantage of this by focusing on inspiring and facilitating 
learning. This also means that maximizing learning (and therefore motiva-
tion) must, in part, depend on a sense of relevancy to the student.

INTENTIONALLY ADDRESSING CONTENT TYRANNY

In many ways, technology has stifled critical thought and analysis. If these 
skills and competencies are not practiced in the classroom, students cannot be 
expected to practice them outside the classroom. This creates the modern-day 
dilemma for faculty: How to incorporate more active learning strategies when 
it takes the entire class period just to cover the content? Luckily, frustration 
that mounts when attempting to tweak an outdated and ineffective system can 
be relieved by implementing a new and more effective system.

An argument against content tyranny was published by the University of 
California Berkeley’s Center for Teaching and Learning (2012). The study 
references the unproductive nature of content tyranny and identifies it as 
something affecting educational institutions all across the country. The article 
supports reducing content quantity to increase learning quality, as part of cre-
ating learning goals. As the article states, “Content Tyranny is a problem for 
most college instructors, that is, trying to cover too much material. The result 
is usually opposite—less material absorbed at a more superficial level—of 
what we hope for. Be harsh with yourself and cut the material that is not 
absolutely essential.”

Accordingly, lectures should include the following kinds of material:

•	 Key points and general themes
•	 Particularly difficult material
•	 Material not covered elsewhere
•	 Examples and illustrations (images!)
•	 Material of high interest to students (relevancy)
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By marking each topic from a lesson as either “essential” or “helpful,” teach-
ers can move those designated helpful to “suggested further reading.” If this 
is too difficult or does not provide a release from content tyranny, teachers 
should seek a colleague’s assistance to mark the topics, as well. In many 
cases, this can be a crucial first step to redesigning courses to maximize learn-
ing and performance. Overstuffed content leads to underexplained content 
and undermotivated students.

Although letting go of details in our subject matter can be a stressful 
process, the benefits of deeper learning, understanding, and motivation will 
surpass the stress. Trying to cover too many details leaves little or no time for 
learning concepts, leaving students and faculty frustrated. Reducing the quan-
tity of content allows for an increase in the quality of learning. By reducing 
coverage of less relevant topics, teachers can spend more time on reflection, 
review, and application of crucial concepts and principles.

Recent research into American textbooks shows that every country that 
ranks above the United States in education features fewer topics and details 
in their curriculum, as well as in their textbooks. Their emphasis is more on 
constantly applying fundamental concepts in a variety of situations. In many 
cases, coverage in the United States school system is an inch deep and a mile 
wide (this is especially the case in mathematics).

Memorizing many details does not naturally lead to comprehension of 
concepts and principles: Instead, understanding concepts and principles 
allows students to learn details easier. The classroom must shift from quantity 
covered to the quality of the coverage. In addition, by giving students time to 
reflect on what was covered, teachers help them move more information from 
their limited short-term memory to their working and longer-term memory. 
The reflection, assessment, and adjusting of misconceptions allow students 
and faculty to maximize effectiveness.

As learning and applying concepts takes precedence over memorization 
of details, students become better equipped to adapt and improvise—in other 
words, they become more capable of critical thinking and problem-solving. 
This ability to adjust requires a clear understanding of the basic concepts and 
a training regime which takes the time for repetition of the fundamentals. It 
is this time required for true learning that leads to increased performance, 
making it essential to balancing quantity and quality—another one of the 
dichotomies of teaching/leading.
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Core competencies will be discussed further in chapter 8, but it is argued 
here that it is through the intentional addressing of content tyranny that you 
will be able to find the time for activities which facilitate students’ ability 
to think deeper and more critically. This enhanced thinking will be used to 
promote problem-solving skills in the classroom.

Critical problem-solving is an important skill, and not just for the class-
room. On the basketball court, UCLA Bruins coach, John Wooden, priori-
tized developing players who were creative, confident problem-solvers. Sven 
Nater, a former player for Coach Wooden said, “He wanted us to be so auto-
matic in our fundamentals and so versed in the concepts that we were ready 
to quickly devise our own solutions from the constantly changing problems 
our opponents posed.  .  .  . Coach Wooden wanted to be as surprised as our 
opponent at what our team came up with when confronted with an unex-
pected challenge” (Nater & Gallimore, 2010). Coach Wooden knew it was 
much easier to adapt and improvise when there was a clear understanding of 
the basics.

In an active learning environment, life skills and competencies are natu-
rally incorporated because communication, collaboration, teamwork, conflict 
resolution, critical thinking, and problem-solving are consistently practiced 
and coupled with the subject matter. These skills are not promoted in a pas-
sive learning environment where knowledge is simply transferred throughout 
the class session.

Redesigning those crucial first-term, first-year general academic gateway 
courses (often in accordance with the strategies in chapter 6) is a first step 
toward finding more time for inspiring and facilitating more relevant learn-
ing with a more diverse group of students. Instructor variation, as well as 
achievement gaps, can be significantly reduced with more standardized use of 
evidence-based practices grounded in the neurology of learning.

In a January 2009 New York Times article, S. Rimer illustrated the benefits 
of intentional, participatory learning. The article detailed MIT’s decision to 
ditch the lecture format of two introductory physics classes and replace them 
with smaller lab-like classes to promote participation. The school made the 
move in part because professors conceded that the large lecture format was 
leading to student failure.

After years of experimentation and debate, as well as resistance from stu-
dents—who initially petitioned against it—the department made the change 
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permanent. The results of this change were astounding: an increase in atten-
dance and a drop in the failure rate of more than 50 percent. These results not 
only illustrate the importance of an intentional release from content tyranny, 
but they also serve as evidence that buy-in—student buy-in in this case—is 
more likely to be achieved when participation reinforces the value of the 
change.

MIT is not alone in this pursuit of more active learning to promote the 
attainment of core competencies. “Other universities are also adapting, 
among them Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, North Carolina State Uni-
versity, the University of Maryland, the University of Colorado at Boulder 
and Harvard. In these institutions, physicists have been pioneering teaching 
methods drawn from research showing that most students learn fundamental 
concepts more successfully, and are better able to apply them, through inter-
active, collaborative, student-centered learning.” (S. Rimer, 2009)

GREAT TEACHERS LEAD AND GREAT 
LEADERS TEACH—WITH INTENTIONALITY

Once teachers release their students—and themselves—from content tyranny, 
it is time to teach with intention. Intentional teaching is the opposite of reac-
tionary teaching. Reactionary teaching is not leading—it is frustrating and 
energy-draining. The stress of not knowing what problem or issue will be 
next, combined with a feeling of not being prepared, is enough to discourage 
many.

However, by incorporating intentional and foundational strategies designed 
to maximize learning, educators become better prepared to adapt and impro-
vise with specific activities and techniques. As with all other aspects of life, 
it is crucial in teaching to develop and incorporate a system designed to con-
stantly improve. This may start with the question, “What will I do tomorrow 
to move me one step closer to my goal and my students one step closer to 
their goals?”

As discussed earlier, many higher education instructors traditionally 
focused their efforts on covering all their course content through passive 
lectures and left the learning up to students. This approach did not require 
intentional adjustments to pedagogy, so it is unsurprising that it resulted in 
instructors who were caught unprepared as students showed up to classes 
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with fewer and fewer of the skills crucial to succeed in academics, workplace, 
and life. Today, educators have been plunged into a learning environment, 
many of them without intentional training on how to teach specific skills that 
is much different than the environment of their previous college experiences.

One of the best illustrations of teachers’ lack of intentionality came out of 
a survey of California college professors. Results indicated over 90 percent 
of respondents deemed critical thinking one of the most important skills 
students could have. However, less than 10 percent could even say how they 
intentionally taught critical-thinking skills on any given day (Bailey, Jaggers 
& Jenkins, 2015).

This disconnect between the skills students need and the design of the 
learning environment continues to put higher education further and further 
behind the curve. It is a reason for many educators’ frustrations, as well as for 
the continued growth of achievement gaps. To fix this disconnect, we must 
answer two questions: First, how can educators foster intentional learning 
among their students? Second, how can institutions foster intentional teach-
ing among their educators?

We already know that small, consistent changes (new strategies, activi-
ties, etc.) lead to cumulative effects that rapidly build momentum for larger 
changes. This principle can have transforming effects on both students and 
faculty (as well as on staff and administration). The key is that everyone, 
institution-wide, commits to consistent and persistent effort, no matter how 
small.

For example, if a total course redesign is our objective, and as with any 
process this requires a series of steps/stages, we ask the empowering ques-
tion of what we can do each day to move us closer to the completion of each 
component of the course redesign. Intentional teaching requires intentional 
preparation with a specific purpose and goal. This leads to decreased stress 
and increased performance for both students and faculty.

Simple exercises can often be a first step toward integrating small, consis-
tent change in the classroom. For example, faculty in the ILA consistently 
reference quotes and memes as “game changers” in their classes, with the big-
gest benefit being increased student engagement and communication. These 
very small, but highly relevant activities provide students with motivation for 
further learning and help promote educators’ efforts to make course content 
relevant. Even a short discussion about a quote can be the first indication to 
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teachers that very small changes have a powerful impact on what they once 
deemed out of their control—student engagement and motivation.

Other small steps might include just identifying obstacles that can impede 
performance. Teachers face no end of obstacles—there is always something 
when dealing with people, whether as a teacher, parent, or leader—accepting 
this fact helps begin lowering the stress associated with constantly dealing with 
the unpredictable. This has been referred to as “expecting the unexpected.”

In our state’s ILA, two words are used to drive action in response to 
this acceptance: adapt and improvise. These two words are combined with 
Q-TIP and KISS to set the stage for a more intentional approach to constant 
improvement. After all, if it is all about learning and growth then it is all 
about adapting and improvising to maximize learning and growth—for teach-
ers, students, and administrators.

In addition to integrating small, simple classroom activities, adapting to 
and improvising with students in a classroom setting, whether virtual or 
physical, is crucial. As a chemistry instructor, I saw the astounding benefits of 
adaptation and improvisation. Our chemistry department at WCCD decided 
to adopt a nearby university’s policy of dropping the lowest test grade, a rea-
sonable grading strategy when your goal is augmenting student learning and 
when there is a comprehensive final exam.

After adopting this policy, an immediate impact was realized: A single 
mom who was back at school to become a nurse received a 36 on the first 
chemistry exam. Upon meeting with her after the test, it was obvious that her 
grade destroyed her confidence and made her question her ability to complete 
a nursing program. After asking her a few questions, I realized her main 
weakness was that she had not had enough practice with the word problems 
(a very common issue). She was reminded that she could drop her lowest 
test grade, but that she would need to commit to working on the homework 
problems each night.

A new rule was then improvised for her to follow: She must have some-
thing on paper for all of the homework problems, even for those questions 
she could not complete. I assured her that if she did this every day (Monday 
through Thursday), I would answer all her questions before she left for the 
day, and she would see her progress and confidence skyrocket before even 
getting to the second exam.

We continued to discuss her progress each day, and over time, there was 
a noticeable reduction in the number of questions she needed to ask. The 
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more she understood the basics, which was reiterated with every question she 
asked, the more she was able to figure out the details on her own. The day 
after our second test, she came by my office before class and informed me 
she had not been able to sleep the night before due to her nerves. I agreed to 
go ahead and share her test with her if she promised not to cry. I then handed 
her the test with a 92 circled at the top. Her emotions overwhelmed her, and 
she broke down crying, apologizing for doing what I just asked her not to do! 
She could not wait to get home and tell her daughter!

All teachers have these moments. However, we are seldom taught how to 
intentionally create these opportunities. Without support, guided reflection, 
and structured collaboration, it is difficult to identify just what skills are 
responsible for such moments, much less what skills are required to recreate 
them for every student. It may be surprising to readers to learn that a low test 
grade can provide a wonderful opportunity to obtain a small commitment 
from a student that can then be applied every day. In fact, this is the very 
same strategy that was advocated for the aforementioned: Simply put, small, 
consistent changes are guaranteed to lead to improvements.

Frequent assessments can provide similar opportunities, enabling many 
problems to be addressed much earlier. Of course, when it comes to inter-
ventions, it bears remembering Maya Angelou’s famous words: “Students 
may not remember what you said years after taking your class, but they will 
definitely remember how you made them feel!”

We must keep in mind the three very powerful Cs for student success: 
connection, collaboration, and celebration. You will notice that even inter-
ventions should make use of the three Cs for success—the initial meeting 
must first provide connections, a personal connection and a connection to the 
material through an agreed-upon commitment. This allows for more effec-
tive collaborations (through, for example, those daily question-and-answer 
sessions I held with my student) that can lead to substantial improvements 
in performance. Results are then celebrated to provide the motivation and 
encouragement for continued efforts.

INTENTIONAL STUDENT INTERVENTIONS

Another moment of memorable adaptation was experienced when an anxious 
student showed up at my office informing me that she had taken chemistry 
in high school and hated it. Here, integrated intentionality through the three 
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Cs in student interventions was used. The student said she had also failed the 
high-school course but was now in nursing and the course was required. She 
then wanted to know if I thought she would be okay in my class.

Considering how to handle her questions, I thought back to the old saying, 
“great teachers ask great questions.” I asked her if she was willing to study 
chemistry every day. It must have been the way I said, “every day” that made 
her say, “You mean Saturday and Sunday too!?” I told her that I did not think 
she was ready for my class, but that she could come back to see me next 
semester and we would revisit our discussion.

At that point, she moved from what I sensed was initial denial into the 
bargaining phase of resistance to change, adamantly replying that, yes, in 
fact, she would absolutely be willing to do it every day. When I told her she 
would be fine then, she pointed out that I had not said how much time she 
should spend on chemistry each day. This is a crucial point in conversations 
where a direct change in behavior is required: When the student has moved 
through the denial and anger phases of change/resistance and has positioned 
themselves in the bargaining phase, you must frame a question in a way that 
ensures a “yes” in response.

As previously mentioned, obtaining a positive commitment is an important 
first step to students assuming responsibility for building a growth mindset 
of constant improvement, as well as engaging more in the learning process. 
This commitment is more likely to be obtained if the student senses the task 
is easy, fun, and/or enhances positive emotions.

Understanding this, the study habit of chunking was broached. Chunking, 
as many readers no doubt know, means breaking down a process into smaller 
steps until the process is no longer perceived as overwhelming. I asked if she 
had fifteen minutes a day, to which she replied, “Everyone has fifteen min-
utes. Sure, I can do that!” Then with a gleam of excitement on her face she 
exclaimed, “You mean fifteen minutes a day will be enough to get me through 
chemistry?” I replied, “Oh no. Fifteen minutes will not be near enough to get 
you through chemistry, but it will be enough to get you started on committing 
to a system of doing a little chemistry every day. The first week will not go 
by before you will probably voluntarily bump that time up to twenty-five to 
thirty minutes. I bet you will keep bumping up your time commitment, too, 
once you see how good it feels to make such progress.”

Of course, I knew she would be given additional suggestions on how to 
more effectively use her study time, but the objective in this first intervention 
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session was simply to get the rusty nut loose from the bolt. Obtaining a com-
mitment to a seemingly easy study system is just the first step. To ensure 
compliance and persistence, teachers must monitor this commitment and 
provide encouragement. This approach, perhaps unsurprisingly, is more 
closely related to traditional coaching than traditional teaching: Effective 
coaches are leaders, and they do not simply tell players what to do; they 
work with them so each little success becomes a building block for future 
successes.

At this point in our conversation, the student had been introduced to the 
idea that there was power in her commitment to small, consistent efforts: Just 
fifteen minutes a day equated to over twenty-six hours of study time over the 
course of the semester. Now, if the conversation had started by telling her she 
needed to spend at least twenty-six hours (and probably a whole lot more) on 
chemistry, she very well may have been discouraged. She might have even 
decided she could not handle the course.

Instead, she was encouraged to make a smaller, much more doable com-
mitment. After all, and as argued previously, developing a growth mindset is 
not a matter of making drastic changes—it is not about a switch flipping from 
the fixed to the growth mindset—it is a commitment to constant and never-
ending improvement each day.

Intentional teaching like this cannot be distinguished from intentional 
parenting, coaching, counseling, advising, tutoring, and similar work. All of 
these situations provide teaching moments that can empower students (our 
colleagues, our family, and our friends) to move a little further beyond their 
comfort zone and into that magical realm of growth that exists beyond their 
self-perceived limitations. Small, continuous successes build the confidence 
needed to take on even greater challenges, while the greater the challenge, the 
greater the need for an intentional system to make the seemingly impossible 
more doable.

I would like to personally challenge you to find one area of your life you 
would like to improve and then commit to just one small task each day to 
generate action toward your wishes. If this involves something as important 
as health, there are many options related to dietary habits, physical activity, 
water intake, reducing stress, becoming more positive, and so on. By choos-
ing just one small task, your brain perceives this as easier to accomplish 
with your current motivational level. The repetitiveness of this action leads 
to habit, much like muscle memory from repetitive movements. As the task 
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becomes more instinctive and personally fulfilling, you begin to seek addi-
tional tasks to add as you realize “it wasn’t really that difficult.”

It is through this process that your brain becomes more motivated by the 
anticipation of additional dopamine bursts. Just as unhealthy habits in life can 
become addictive, so can healthy habits! All it takes is starting with one small 
commitment and then practicing the discipline required to stick to the plan. 
By making this a routine part of your daily schedule, the discipline required 
becomes less over time.

As one commitment/task leads to the adoption of another, and then another, 
the personal empowerment you feel will become evident to others. Building 
yourself first allows you to more effectively inspire others. Just as the goal of 
leaders is to develop more leaders, the ultimate goal of self-inspiration is to 
help others develop the inspiration needed to overcome life’s obstacles and 
challenges. So, are you up to the challenge?

Of course, we all know that students benefit when we integrate account-
ability measures into these interventions. I ask my students to write down 
their commitment to improving their performance so they remember and are 
held accountable to their new responsibility. I vividly remember a student 
who taught me the importance of these measures. Years ago, in an interven-
tion with a student from an earth science class after the first exam in which 
he made a 32, I acknowledged my surprise he had made such a low score. He 
replied that he was surprised too because he studied almost five hours for the 
test. After my question about when he spent this time, he replied, “the night 
before the exam.”

Although putting all efforts in the night before the exam is a problem, 
I asked him to describe how he studied. I posed this reflection question to 
facilitate his thinking about his studying system. He replied that he had read 
the chapters twice and the notes three times. I then asked if all he did was 
read or if he ever got around to studying. “What do you mean?” was his reply.

When you inspire students to ask questions you know they are engaged and 
thinking about the topic at hand. Since these are student-generated questions 
they lead to more meaningful learning through more meaningful neurologi-
cal connections with past learning. The intuitive and inquisitive nature of the 
brain seeks resolution to the cognitive dissonance which creates the student’s 
self-generated question stimulated from your questioning—the Socratic 
method at its best!
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The student was then asked if he knew he was coming into a test that would 
be completely made up of questions. He said “yes,” replying that all tests 
were “nothing but questions.” Recognizing the moment where logic meets 
reality can be impactful, as evidence by my response: “I know, but you said 
you studied and never once ask yourself a question. How could that possibly 
turn out good?” When the student asked what he could do to avoid this sce-
nario in the future, he took the first step toward self-motivated empowerment.

We then discussed several examples of effective, meaning intentional, 
study strategies, and I helped explain that all of them require a thought pro-
cess before answering questions, a key concept involved in Think-Pair-Share 
(T-P-S), one of the most commonly used active learning activities in the 
classroom among ILA participants. The key to this effective intervention was 
getting the student to realize that his efforts controlled his success and then 
inspiring him to desire further information by asking questions that focused 
on KISS.

The T-P-S activity is 1 of 289 interactive techniques described in the most 
recent update of a Kevin Yee’s reference, Interactive Techniques (2020). 
Students first think about the question presented, then share and compare pos-
sible answers with a partner before addressing the larger class. The “thinking” 
part of the activity ensures each student has reflected on the answer(s) before 
then participating in collaboration with their partner(s), thereby enhancing the 
quality and diversity of input. The input is further enhanced as the entire class 
shares their results together. T-P-S is one of the most commonly implemented 
new strategies for ILA faculty, which speaks volumes for its effectiveness at 
stimulating thinking and collaboration.

The T-P-S activity, as well as the others mentioned throughout this book, 
is not required in an environment where “covering content and testing” are 
the only expectations. However, such activities are paramount for developing 
the skills and behaviors needed for students to flourish in the twenty-first-
century workplace, as well as for providing the review and reflection needed 
for deeper learning. This is an example of a high-quality education designed 
intentionally for the demands of this century and with this century’s students 
in mind.

Such exercises and activities can help motivate teachers and students to 
learn and to be more inspired to move beyond any prior self-perceived limita-
tions. It can also help us be more willing to accept responsibility for our own 
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growth, as well as that of our peers and colleagues—resulting in leadership 
throughout the class!

When winding down a meeting with my earth science student, we also dis-
cussed the advantages of using a system of 3 × 5 cards to assist with learning 
the new terminology associated with the course. To troubleshoot his behav-
iors, I asked him what he would normally do when he looked at the word on 
one side of the card and did not immediately know the definition. “I’d turn 
over the card and read the definition,” he replied. I then pointed out that this 
reverted to his old system—essentially, reading over notes repeatedly. In fact, 
he already had a good flashcard system; he just blew it when he refused to 
force himself to come up with an answer before reading over notes.

We also discussed intentional strategies by which he could stoke his own 
motivation. I suggested that, when studying with the 3 × 5 cards and encoun-
tering something he did not know but, upon forcing an answer, found to be 
half-correct, he put it in a “half-correct” pile. This pile is visual evidence of 
progress, and hence ensures a major internal motivator. By putting this card 
in the “half-correct” stack, next to the “correct” and “incorrect” stacks, he 
sees the tangible evidence of his progress and picks up fewer and fewer cards 
from the “incorrect” stack.

To solidify our conversation through accountability, the student was asked 
to write down his commitment to looking up the objectives for each class 
session prior to class and to come up with a system for constant questioning.

TO-DO LIST INTENTIONALITY

To-do list-makers thrive on this system of self-motivation. By providing a 
means for focusing on one step at a time, to-do lists offer not just a critical 
tool for problem-solving but a sense of control. In fact, just the process of 
compiling a list and then reflecting on the order of the items can provide the 
brain with a sense of control. Such a sense may be especially important to 
students (or educators, or anyone) trapped in survival mode or in reactionary 
habits.

Importantly, list-making enables a brain to stay in the learning/growth 
mode and out of the survival mode of constantly reacting. With a plan in 
print providing a structured and more intentional approach, responsibilities 
are automatically chunked into smaller, more manageable tasks. Because 
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these smaller tasks are perceived by the brain as easier to complete, they are 
therefore more likely to be completed. This is as much true for faculty and 
staff as it is for your students.

Many to-do list-makers find their motivation is further enhanced as they 
physically mark off each task: Research indicates that such actions provide 
a jolt of dopamine, and, for some, the jolt becomes associated with prog-
ress (Ryback, 2016). The euphoric feelings associated with the release of 
dopamine—a powerful neurotransmitter directly responsible for motivation 
and focus—by the brain makes us eager to repeat the behaviors, something 
neuroscientists refer to as “self-directed learning.” The brain becomes accli-
mated to expecting the rewards of task completion, and this anticipation of 
a “better future” (more progress means closer to goal) subdues the negative 
emotional center of the brain.

This neuronal expectation of a better future is one reason to constantly 
use the impactful question to spur positive and productive thinking among 
your students and their life circumstances: What are you doing about it? Fol-
lowing this question with an intentional list of tasks and behaviors to ensure 
progress can generate motivation for action and even hope for a better future. 
More will be discussed on this topic of neurology and learning/growth in 
chapter 7.

Effective organizational and motivational systems such as to-do lists are 
an opportunity for educators to model intentionality. They also provide a 
reminder that progress and learning are processes that involve intentional 
steps to ensure completion. Introducing the concept of to-do lists—and com-
pleting them—can be very beneficial for students. For instance, if students 
were required to prepare a to-do list for their upcoming weekend, many may 
simply have only one thing on the list, such as “clean house.” They may even 
have an additional task of “study for test.”

Teachers can point out that these large tasks disregard the power of keep-
ing the brain focused on each small task in anticipation of the reward of com-
pletion. Small tasks are typically perceived as easy, while the motivational 
action of completing each step allows for emotional fulfillment. The large 
tasks can quickly put the brain in the overwhelming mode of survival and 
lead to procrastination. If teachers help guide students in effective list-making 
and help students see this process as “fun,” then all three requirements for 
increasing the chance of completion are present. By circulating around the 
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room as students are completing their lists, teachers gain valuable informa-
tion to correct misconceptions.

Even more impactful for your students could be requiring them to take on 
a large task they often procrastinate with by breaking it down into smaller, 
more doable tasks. Students can then reflect back on this process in a one-page 
summary. These written reflection exercises allow teachers to then choose the 
more impactful ones to share with the class. The point is to chunk tasks small 
enough to be perceived as easily doable, avoiding the overwhelmingness that 
leads to procrastination. Additionally, the more frequent completion of small 
tasks supplies the fuel and motivation for continued progress—and therefore 
continuous learning. This reflection activity prompts a deeper appreciation 
from the students on just how much these lists can help them.

While intentional activities like this prime students for learning, the activity 
itself does not always lead to learning—reflection does. Within the traditional 
educational paradigm, students have become accustomed to completing a 
task, getting a grade, and successfully completing a course. To ensure such 
activities lead to student learning, teachers must offer discussion and follow-
up activities that students can use to break their to-do list into more specific 
tasks. The more steps on the list result in more frequent marking-off of these 
tasks, and this, in turn, provides more motivation.

By adding small rewards to themselves after each step, students can essen-
tially train themselves to have a more resilient growth mindset which con-
stantly seeks progress. This is also why one of the steps to critical thinking is 
to “put it on paper.” Since logical action is opposite to emotionally reaction, 
moving the task list from an emotional human mind to an emotionless sheet 
of paper can be an empowering process (more on the topic of intentionality 
in fostering critical thinking in chapter 8).

Let us take a closer look at chunking. Just as chunking is important to 
deeper and more meaningful learning, it is also useful in everyday life. People 
remember more if information is chunked—just think about social security 
and phone numbers. The point of chunking is to minimize the stacking of 
material and concepts students do not know on top of more material and 
concepts they do not know, quickly creating frustration for both the student 
and the teacher.

In any environment where learning is paramount (military, sports, busi-
ness world, etc.), a strategy of chunking is the way the brain naturally learns. 
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However, the review and reflection also necessary for learning takes time and 
is a reason why teacher-leaders should constantly look for ways to exchange 
less relevant class activities and assignments for ones more relevant to the 
expected outcomes.

Chunking and to-do lists were combined in an effort to relieve frustration 
for me in the late 1990s when I purchased a 100+ year-old two-story house 
in desperate need of renovating, which was only a few miles from the col-
lege where I was teaching. Dealing with some emotionally challenging times, 
I was determined to stay as busy and productive as possible as a means of 
self-therapy. Teaching both morning and evening classes allowed me to use 
each afternoon and weekend to work on the house, missing only four days the 
entire first year of the exterior renovations (before/after picture in Appendix 
E). Counterproductive to the self-therapy, each day I left frustrated at my 
inability to complete the to-do list for the day.

To my surprise, a simple solution of chunking solved this problem. After 
constructing my usual to-do list based on what I thought could be completed 
for the day, the list was then folded in half. The difference in my disposition 
was transformational! Instead of leaving frustrated each day I was now leav-
ing satisfied with a feeling of accomplishment. On the days the “half-list” was 
completed early, a proactive start of the second half of the list was initiated. 
Many times, this would simply involve preparing for the work to be done the 
next day by laying out the tools and equipment needed.

Never underestimate the power of small but daily action toward your goals. 
If it is important enough to you—the biggest issue, urgent problem, health 
issues, underlying values, and so on—you should find time daily to make 
progress or improvement, no matter how small. However, if it is not impor-
tant enough it will be easy to find excuses to avoid the daily actions. This 
daily process helps recondition the neurotransmitters to take the pathway to 
the areas of the brain responsible for reward and motivation. In essence, the 
brain becomes addicted to progress and your goal becomes part of your daily 
routine and not a separate task you must find time for.

Attempting to learn a new language is an example of the power of this pro-
cess. Learning just one new word each day can result in almost a hundred new 
words in just three months. Combined with constant review and reflection on 
these words, learning/progress is quickly realized. It becomes easier to learn 
new words as you have more learned words to relate to; easier for neuronal 
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growth to occur as new learning attaches to old learning. Find ways to inspire 
students to commit to this one principle of daily action toward a specific goal 
as a way to start the process toward progress-addiction and a growth mindset 
of constant improvement.

The perception (and reality) of daily progress was enough to let dopamine 
(and other endorphins) do its job by signaling the motivational prominence 
of task completion, thereby boosting the chance of future actions directed 
toward achieving the goal. This also serves as an example of why—in spite of 
the quote, “You can’t want it more than they do”—teachers and parents must 
sometimes want something for their students and children more than they 
do until they are at a point where the motivational aspects of dopamine take 
over. Just as with the “go-getters” from the Vanderbilt study in chapter 1, the 
dopamine pathways are redirected to find personal satisfaction and happiness 
with achieving progress and productivity.

The 10/2 or “chunk and chew” strategy is a modification of chunking and is 
highly effective in supporting students’ understanding of important concepts. 
It refers to the ratio of time spent learning and reflecting and helps ensure 
students do not become overwhelmed with teacher input without being given 
appropriate time to process information. The importance of two minutes of 
student processing time with every ten minutes of teacher-centered lecture is 
supported by research (Costa, 1981; Long, Swain & Cummins, 1996). Often, 
the two minutes supports student-directed review and reflection with some-
one the student understands—another student.

Adding 2-10-2 to “chunk and chew” reminds teachers to limit lectures of 
new material to no more than ten minutes before stopping and implementing 
a reflection or review activity. The timing is not the most important part of the 
phrase; rather it functions as a reminder to stop and provide an opportunity 
for students to engage. The first two minutes reminds teachers to start with an 
introduction to prepare students for learning, in part by building the relevancy 
and curiosity needed for deeper and more meaningful learning.

Of course, students should get most of the facts from their reading, while 
class time is generally devoted to more in-depth discussions and analysis. 
Turning each general topic into a question can lead to more focus and engage-
ment on the part of the students. It is also a way to generate the curiosity 
needed to promote deeper thinking. What students actually do in class mat-
ters much more than what instructors do, which is why we must intentionally 
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design class sessions to incorporate time for reflection and review about every 
ten to fifteen minutes. We must strive to always remember—the one doing 
the work is the one learning.

It is important to note that students cannot effectively learn when the brain 
is trying to memorize massive amounts of material, particularly if the material 
is seemingly unrelated and irrelevant to the student. The short-term memory 
is quickly overloaded, especially in today’s society of quick and easy access 
to most of the world’s knowledge. By stopping to reflect and review through 
the use of chunking techniques like those described earlier, information is 
moved from short-term to working or longer-term memory, building crucial 
momentum for further and deeper learning (scaffolding).

Most of us are familiar with the loss of motivation associated with a lack 
of reflection and review. How many times has a wonderfully motivating con-
ference failed to lead to lasting changes? This is not because we do not want 
to change or see the need to change; it is because our return to our campus is 
met with relentless daily activities that sabotage attempts to implement a new 
strategy our daily lives do not seem to support.

But we do not have to wait for someone to tell us to reflect. We can take 
time to stop, review our notes, and prepare a specific plan of action that 
starts with a simple task. Research shows if we take action within forty-eight 
hours, the chances of success are enhanced. Avoiding procrastination from 
overwhelmingness is a learned skill and one that we, our students, and most 
everyone we know would benefit from practicing.

Dan Cable, a professor of organization behavior at London Business 
School, says that if employees (or students) feel like they will be judged for 
mistakes they make while learning, they may feel anxious, risk-averse, and 
less willing to persist through difficulty. Creating a supportive and encour-
aging environment can make this discomfort less daunting, an effective 
approach for both students and faculty.

INTENTIONALLY PREPARING 
EACH STEP OF THE LESSON

The three pillars of effective instruction include relevance, maximum engage-
ment, and supportive relationships. If we want our students to thrive, we must 
integrate intentionality into each pillar. Relevance drives intellectual rigor, as 
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students naturally think deeper and more critically about something they per-
ceive as relevant. Educators must have an answer to one of the best questions 
students could ask, “Why do we need to learn this material or complete this 
assignment?” Explaining the why provides the relevance so crucial to deeper 
and more meaningful learning.

It is important to note that relevance can be achieved by simply making the 
presentation of material more interesting with stories, images, videos, analo-
gies, and other methods of illustration. Although it would be great if we could 
make the topics themselves more relevant to each student’s personal interests, 
education should be generally designed to expose students to a greater diver-
sity of ideas. This is especially true for those students with limited experi-
ences in life. Intentionally designed strategies that promote active learning 
and collaboration help create a greater degree of interests.

After establishing relevance, the key to maximum engagement is integrat-
ing intentionality in the organization of presentations or lessons. Although 
the class period may be an hour or more in length, chunking the lessons into 
smaller segments (what was introduced above as 2-10-2) helps facilitate 
learning, as students move more information and skills into working and 
longer-term memory. By conceptualizing the process of the lesson into four 
basic parts, student learning and neuronal growth can be intentionally nur-
tured. These parts are introduction, lesson body, reflection/guided practice, 
and assessment.

As with any endeavor, the first step is the most crucial. That is why the 
introduction is not the time to dive right into the lecture with new terms, 
acronyms, or details. It is the time to inspire and prepare students for the 
learning ahead. It is the time to provide a relevant and intellectually engaging 
experience that stimulates curiosity and a desire to learn more, an experience 
upon which reflection and review can be built. The more relevant and engag-
ing the experience and the more senses it involves, the more impactful and 
memorable the experience will be, even if it is not directly tied to the specifics 
of the subject matter. The goal is to prepare students for the learning ahead.

We want students to think of this introduction as a magic trick; we want 
students to oooh and ahhhh and to ask, “How did he do that?” Chemistry 
demonstrations can have that effect, but so, too, can interesting facts, videos, 
quotes, stories, questions, and other examples. Our intent as educators should 
be to capture our students’ attention, so they want to ask questions. Provoking 



103Intentional Teaching

students’ inquisitive minds is so much more powerful than asking them to 
simply answer questions. A student (or any person) who asks questions is 
engaged, communicating, and critically thinking.

To foster maximum engagement, we must continue our focus on mak-
ing connections. The introduction part of the lesson mimics the objective of 
the first day of class, which is all about making connections with students 
in preparation for the learning ahead. Making the important connection to 
the concepts in each segment of the class period enhances the next step of 
collaboration. In my career, I have often seen how instructors overlook the 
importance of making more intentional connections with students, and with 
students and the subject-matter concepts, and then wonder why students do 
not participate more in discussions (which are examples of those necessary 
collaborations).

Making connections is key to efficacy in all businesses. Businesses known 
for focusing on providing an extraordinary level of customer service always 
make the connection before moving on to the transaction. They do this for 
a reason—because it works! Chick-Fil-A employees always provide warm, 
positive requests to assist their fast-food customers, and always follow the 
customer’s “thank you” with a response of, “My pleasure!”

CVS is another company known for exceptional customer service, the kind 
that makes lasting connections with customers. CVS has a Good Samaritan 
Van they use to serve stranded customers with car troubles. This service is 
free, with no catch, just a memorable experience that fortifies customer rela-
tionships and aligns with the company’s values. In 2014, the company made 
another value-based decision to stop selling tobacco products despite losing 
$2 billion in revenue (Glazer, 2020). And in 2018, it began offering discount 
coupons to customers without insurance to buy medication to reverse opioid 
overdoses. When a company or organization makes daily decisions based on 
their MVP, a sustainable connection is made with its customers.

Years ago, when trying to determine how to interject “global insights” into 
chemistry courses, I decided to try something that would allow students to 
make quicker connections across cultural and language divides, connections 
that are ever more relevant in our global society. An assignment was created 
that allowed students to earn extra credit at the end of the course if they could 
verbally recite “hello” in twelve different languages. Students were given a 
list of about thirty-plus hellos in different languages to choose from. Now, 
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this may not seem to have much to do with the topic of chemistry, but it has 
everything to do with learning and showing respect to other cultures. Every 
chemistry student that year chose to complete the assignment.

Little did I know how much this one little assignment would impact their 
motivation and excitement for learning. Of the many students encountered 
years after having them in my class, almost every one of them mentions learn-
ing those hellos (and not the wonderful lecture on atomic theory?!). Not only 
do they mention the hello lesson, they always do so in an enthusiastic manner, 
pointing out that they still remember some of the hellos.

Actually, knowing how to say hello in thirty different languages can help 
create instant personal connections outside the classroom, too. I learned this 
years ago, when my wife and I left a sushi bar. While paying at the counter, 
I noticed a little girl sitting behind the counter and reading a book—and 
knew her as the daughter of the Korean owners, so I waited to catch her eye 
before saying, “Annyeong Haseyo” (“hello” in Korean). Her eyes got as big 
as saucers as she came out of the chair speaking in Korean. I informed her 
that I was very limited in my ability to speak Korean, but the connection had 
been made!

This same approach has been used when traveling with my wife, and each 
time it has the same effect. As teachers—and as people—we can see it as 
our responsibility to make connections, modeling what it means to turn what 
appears to be large differences into a point of commonality. Once a connec-
tion has been made, it is amazing how natural conversations—even collabo-
rations—can proceed.

Another unlikely connection occurred a few years ago when my wife and I 
went to a local, rural chilidog stand in southern Alabama to eat lunch. Upon 
walking in, we noticed the only two seats available at the bar were next to a 
grumpy-looking man who seemed to be having a terrible day, a bad year, or 
a disappointing life. He looked to be a hard eighty-plus years of age, and the 
scowl on his face said it all. I told my wife we could sit there, and I would sit 
next to him. As we sat down, I looked for something to say to make a con-
nection. Noticing he was wearing a hat with an airplane on it, I told him that I 
liked his hat. He looked at me from head to toe and then back to head, taking 
in my overdressed outfit of a suit and tie.

After looking me over, he responded with a growl, “What do you know 
about this hat? Are you some kinda doctor?” After replying with a “No sir, 
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I’m not a doctor,” he countered with, “Are you some kinda lawyer?” To that I 
replied, “No sir, but now you are starting to offend me.” The very slight smirk 
on his face let me know that I might be getting through to him. He followed 
with the statement, “What would you know about this hat?” I proceeded to 
tell him that I did not know a lot about it, but it looked like one of those C-130 
turboprop cargo planes. I ended with, “To be honest, that’s about all I know 
about it because every time I was in one I was so excited about jumping out 
of it, I never learned any more.”

His facial expression changed as he asked if I was “one of those para-
troopers,” to which I replied, “Back in the day I was, but now I work for the 
community college system.” At this point his entire demeanor shifted as he 
began talking all about his life, his problems, how many times he had been 
arrested, shot at, and disowned by his family. I introduced him to my wife 
and although we only shared about twenty minutes of conversation, the con-
nection and change in disposition by this Air-Force veteran was one of the 
most immediate and profound I have ever experienced. It did seem like life 
had been rough for him, but for our short time together none of that seemed 
to matter.

It is easy to see why making meaningful connections (with students, 
teacher, and subject matter) is the primary goal for the first day and is the 
primary purpose of every lesson’s introduction. Commonly, after ILA faculty 
redesign their first-day activities to focus solely on making more effective 
connections, they report witnessing more student conversations the next 
class periods than ever before. These personal connections help student 
commitment, but they also help with conflict resolution and effective critical-
thinking skills.

Once we have made a connection with someone by identifying common-
alities, it is much easier to understand their point of view. Furthermore, once 
we understand other points of view, diversity of thought is accepted rather 
than perceived as a threat—an important step in conflict resolution. Whether 
through first-day activities, first steps to a lesson, or initial conversations dur-
ing student interventions, the connections we facilitate pay big dividends in 
terms of our connections with students, their connections to each other, and 
students’ connection to the content.

Ultimately, an intentionally prepared lesson looks like this: In the first 
part of the lesson, we establish the relevancy that is crucial to providing 
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inspiration for students to connect to the content. If they perceive the content 
to be important in their lives, the connection is stronger and the motivation for 
learning becomes more natural. This is why using strategies and techniques 
which enhance curiosity can create more relevancy for the mind.

Once the students’ curiosity has been stimulated with a relevant ques-
tion, their minds are relentlessly determined to find an answer (intrinsic 
motivation), which leads directly to the second part of the lesson—the 
lesson body. We limit this part of the lesson to no more than ten to fifteen 
minutes, but not necessarily through a straight-lecture format. Instead, we 
incorporate questions to allow for more active participation and discussion. 
Great teachers ask great questions, but great teachers are not the answer 
key! Letting students flounder and figure it out on their own allows teach-
ers to identify misconceptions, a key to maximizing neuronal growth as 
new learning must be connected to old learning for this growth to occur. 
Teachers can expect increased engagement (collaboration) in this portion 
of the lesson if the introduction adequately prepared (connected) students 
to learn.

In the third part of the lesson, which consists of reflection or guided prac-
tice, teachers help students transfer information into working and longer-term 
memory. Although reflection may occur throughout the lesson, the third part 
is student-driven and includes specific activities to facilitate the use of the 
material and concepts. Teachers should take the opportunity to incorporate 
life and study skills into these activities, while circulating around the room to 
check for understanding. This may also be a time to stop and address confus-
ing points with the entire class.

There should never be a time when you, as an educator, and especially if 
you have an advanced degree, feel you do not know how to do something. 
Finding out can be as easy as a simple Internet search. A simple Internet 
search yields abundant resources to diversify teachers’ toolboxes. A recent 
search for “active learning activities” resulted in the following:

•	 17 Active Learning Activities for College Students
•	 226 Active Learning Techniques—Iowa State University
•	 101 Activities for Teaching Creativity and Problem-Solving
•	 Active Learning: 101 Strategies to Teach Any Subject
•	 75 e-Learning Activities: Making Online Learning Interactive
•	 Interactive Techniques: 228 Activities/Strategies
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To KISS this: Just Google it. At the very least, the search will provide a start-
ing point for further learning. Adopting this lifelong-learning concept as an 
instructor allows one to intentionally incorporate this empowering concept 
into the learning environment.

The fourth part of the lesson, assessment, allows for a demonstration of 
learning and should take up no more than about five minutes. This part should 
be performed independently, as each student checks for understanding, and 
it may be in the form of a quiz or writing assignment. This formative assess-
ment is not about the grade (although students may receive one for it), but 
about identifying individual misconceptions. In other words, it is assessment 
for learning. The assessment of learning will be the summative assessment on 
the first major exam. These assessments are a time to celebrate accomplish-
ments and learning, while using mistakes as opportunities to further enhance 
learning.

Ultimately, by chunking each lesson into four parts, teachers ensure stu-
dents do not have to stack information they do not know or understand on top 
of information they do not know or understand. Much like teaching a card 
game or software program, one bit of knowledge must be practiced and cor-
rected before moving on to the next. As supported by neurological research, 
students are more likely to retain information for future use when using this 
method of learning progression which scaffolds a new step (new learning) on 
top of the previous step (old learning). The key for this connection is that the 
content was not just covered, but learned through intentional use of the four 
parts to a lesson.

More importantly, structuring lessons around these four parts allows for 
more intentional incorporation of active learning strategies, and in a more 
consistent manner. The benefits of what O’Banion calls a learning-college 
approach extend beyond just the students and into the realm of instructors, as 
they constantly practice the same communication and critical-thinking skills 
required of their students.

A high-quality education designed intentionally for the demands of 
this century with this century’s students is one where both you and 
your students will be more motivated to learn, more inspired to move 
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beyond prior self-perceived limitations, and more willing to accept 
responsibility for our own growth, as well as that of our peers and 
colleagues—leadership throughout the class!

***

This focus on learning (and not grades) was desperately needed years ago 
in a third-quarter general chemistry course. There was a particular student in 
the class I will call Don. Don was one of the hardest working students I have 
ever taught and used his discipline and work ethic to compensate for what did 
not come as naturally to him as it did for some of the other students.

After a relentless focus on word problems throughout the year in chemistry, 
the final exam, which consisted entirely of word problems, traditionally gave 
students one of their best test grades of the term, especially for those who 
worked through the review problems. Although Don had a high C average, 
there was no doubt the final exam would put him over the threshold for a B.

Little did I know that Don would score lower on this test than on any other! 
I knew something was not right by his unusual disposition upon leaving the 
exam, and should have known by the fact that he was the last student to turn 
in his paper. Don’s exam grade actually dropped his overall average to just 
below a C, close enough that I could have easily justified giving him a C. 
However, the goal became to use this as a teaching/learning moment and try 
to help him regain the confidence I was sure he lost.

Luckily, I ran into Don on campus shortly after grading the exams. After 
asking him if he was sick the day of the exam, he said he was not. I repeated 
the question and added that he did not look well during the exam (which was 
the truth). He again said he was not sick, to which I replied that if he had been 
feeling ill, I would not feel right holding him accountable for a test taken under 
those conditions. Although I had not shared his test nor his grade with him, I 
could tell he knew he had not performed well on the exam. He then said, “Well, 
I did feel a little sick.” I told him if he could be at my office at 8:00 a.m. the 
next morning, he could retake the test using a different version of the exam.

True to his past history, Don showed up with a look of confidence and 
proceeded to earn a 94 on the exam! Years later, his dad shared with me 
how much this meant to Don and his self-esteem. Don continued with his 
education, ultimately earning a PhD in molecular biology and obtaining a 
position performing environmental research for the US government. This is 
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a reminder that when we as teachers say it is all about learning, we must be 
willing to back that statement up in our practices. The same holds true for our 
approach that mistakes are opportunities to learn.

Don is a prime example of a student who had earned the benefit of the 
doubt after taking over a year of chemistry, especially given his work ethic 
and commitment to following the one rule for all my classes—to show up 
prepared each and every day. Because we had that connection, I felt I knew 
him, and I felt better able to adapt and improvise without compromising the 
integrity of the classroom. As with any strategy or technique, the question 
remains the same—Did it enhance learning and growth? Is so, it is an effec-
tive strategy for that particular situation.

INTENTIONAL INSTITUTIONAL 
SUPPORT OF FACULTY

In order to achieve a greater degree of fulfillment by empowering a more 
diverse group of students with the skills needed for success in the twenty-
first-century workplace, an institution needs to have an affirmative answer to 
two key questions. The first, “Do you want to improve your teaching and sup-

port strategies in order to inspire more meaningful and relevant learning?” A 
desire to constantly improve is a prerequisite to the self-discipline needed for 
the second question; “Are you willing to work through the feelings of discom-

fort that accompany the area of profound growth outside the confines of your 

comfort zone?” These two questions are just as relevant to administrators as 
they are for faculty and serve as a subtle reminder that change is a process 
that must be always recognized, encouraged, and managed.

The affirmative answers should lead institutions to prioritize course rede-
sign for those crucial first-term, first-year general academic gateway courses. 
These courses not only involve the most faculty and students, but they are 
also part of the first experience students have at an institution and can there-
fore have the greatest impact on establishing a strong foundation for learn-
ing that leads to increased student retention. Course redesigns can also help 
significantly reduce instructor variation, as well as achievement gaps, through 
an institution-wide commitment to more standardized use of evidence-based 
practices grounded in the neurology of learning.

Often, first-term, first-year gateway courses are the ones usually staffed 
with an institution’s most at-risk faculty—adjunct instructors. For many of 
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these instructors, support is limited to a textbook and the publisher supple-
ments associated with it. This system alone speaks volumes about the per-
ceived lack of standards and accountability for learning and is also a major 
source of the instructor variation in course success rates.

When an institution or department provides a course built and designed on 
basic educational philosophies infused with proven high-impact strategies and 
incorporated into the learning management system (LMS), adjunct instructors 
are free to focus on incorporating more active and effective learning activities. 
These redesigned courses, complete with the five strategies discussed in the 
next chapter of this book, provide some of the most valuable “professional 
development” for adjunct and newly employed instructors. They send a mes-
sage of the institution’s prioritization of learning and student success.

The Alabama Community College System (ACCS), backed by a total 
commitment to student learning and success by the chancellor, Jimmy Baker, 
implemented a state-wide Instructional Leadership Academy (ILA) program 
to turn student success crises into an opportunity for unprecedented growth 
in instructional and support strategies.

The ILA reflects the system’s priorities: It was designed to close the socio-
economic achievement gap and increase retention and completion rates by 
creating a more active, student-centered learning environment that combines 
true equal opportunity with the “open access” of community colleges. This 
type of faculty-driven growth requires leadership (proactive problem-solvers) 
throughout the organization or institution, growth that in the ILA was moni-
tored and supported through weekly online reflection posts and monthly col-
laborative sessions over the course of a year.

When 167 instructors participating in ILA were asked whether they thought 
all students should have access to high-impact strategies and resources that 
enhance learning, 100 percent of them responded in the affirmative. These 
instructors understood there must be compromises made to their comfort level 
in order to provide a more equitable opportunity for success for a more diverse 
group of students. To KISS this: If there is no evidence at the department, pro-
gram, institution, or system level of standardization in instructional and support 
strategies, then there is no evidence of standards in instruction and support.

Without team-level standards, it is easy to see why there is so much 
instructor and section variance in student learning and success. A wide degree 
of instructor/section variance can turn registration into a roulette wheel where 
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the chances of success for students depends more on which section they hap-
pen to register for. Starting with common goals for each course, faculty can 
then design a level of standardization to ensure a more level-playing field for 
students.

The added advantage to the institution of an environment where all faculty 
are participating in designing a more active and engaging approach to total 
student development is that students show up to subsequent classes better 
prepared and more confident. The skills they develop and the intellectual and 
emotional growth they experience are highly transferable to other courses and 
to life itself. Although the level of participation by faculty and choice of spe-
cific activities may vary, everyone is accountable to the mantra that “doing 
nothing is not an option.”

Students, in turn, learn how to study and how to take advantage of the most 
important aspect of studying (which is also the least used, hence the increased 
frustration): advance preparation. With all courses providing unit objec-
tives before starting a unit (discussed in more detail in chapter 6), students 
become very acclimated to a culture that expects them to show up having, at 
a minimum, already looked up these objectives in the textbook—a great start 
in helping students assume more responsibility for their learning while also 
empowering them with the mindset that their efforts do control their success.

Institutional support can come in other forms, too. While serving as interim 
instructional dean, and shortly after beginning our I-CAN instructional initia-
tive, a division directors’ meeting was held to discuss our plan of action in 
moving forward. Referencing a faculty survey from three years prior where 
“student writing” was listed as the number one concern of faculty, the direc-
tors were asked what they were doing in their divisions to address the issue. 
The room was silent, until someone looked over at the English director and 
asked what they were doing. We agreed this was a college-wide problem, 
just as our quality enhancement plan (QEP) involving the entire campus was 
focused on math skills.

Readers will not be surprised to hear that we also agreed that the only rule 
for our I-CAN initiative was that in response to any issue or problem imped-
ing learning, doing nothing was not an option. This, of course, is simply 
another way to recommit to constant and never-ending improvement. We 
decided to take a positive, proactive approach focused on progress rather 
than excuses.
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Consequently, our directors were challenged to come up with a possible 
solution that involved all faculty, and to do so in less than sixty seconds. Just 
to initiate quick and focused collaborations, I added that I thought we should 
have one writing assignment in every course each week (any topic in half to 
full page). Boy, did that get the conversation started, as the directors knew 
this would be a hard and stressful requirement to take back to their faculty.

Naturally, the concern was not in how many writing assignments should be 
required: I (and likely they) simply knew how much more palatable it would 
be to identify a possible solution instead of following someone else’s require-
ment—in this case, mine. To my surprise, it took just over forty-five seconds 
for the directors to agree on three writing assignments in every course each 
semester. This is another example showing that education moves as slow or 
as fast as the leadership allows. Once each director took a leadership role in 
this meeting, the goal was quickly accomplished. Even though this require-
ment would not completely solve the writing problem, it was guaranteed 
to improve writing skills through an at-scale implementation across the 
institution.

Of course, you can probably imagine how well this went over with our 
math department, who already felt the pressure of our QEP. I was walking 
down the math hall one day and noticed that an entire class was engaged 
with an activity, with each student working at their desk (which was all too 
rare in this time of excessive lecture). As the instructor came to the door, I 
asked what his students were doing. He informed me they were doing “that 
damn writing assignment we are required to do. I do not know what this has 
to do with teaching math.” Realizing his frustration, I responded that I did not 
know what it had to do with teaching math either, but that I hoped he would 
realize how much this has to do with teaching students.

It was a couple of months later when this teacher came to my office for 
a confession. He said that he had been teaching for over twenty years and 
had learned more and gained more insight into the lives of his students in 
one semester than he had in those entire twenty-plus years. What a powerful 
testimony to the impact writing assignments can have on making more per-
sonal connections with our students—especially coming from someone who 
already had a wonderful rapport with his students. The lesson here? Do not 
underestimate the power of making small adjustments in your classes which 
focus on the student and learning!
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Institutional support for maximizing improvements in instruction is most 
effective when faculty are allowed time to participate in year-long training 
focused on constant learning, growth, and improvement with a diverse group 
of instructors from different departments and/or institutions. This provides 
the time for them to learn from multiple authors, try new strategies, adapt 
them to be more effective, share successes, gain valuable insights from a 
diverse group of faculty, and complete a total course redesign for their high-
est enrollment course. This is precisely why an ILA should be established for 
college faculty, a program that will be discussed in more detail in chapter 9.

The following serves as a chapter summary of the key points and concepts:

•	 Explaining the why provides the relevance so crucial to a deeper and more 
meaningful learning. This relevance, combined with maximum engagement 
and supportive relationships, forms the three pillars of effective instruction.

•	 93 percent of employers indicated they cared more about critical thinking, 
communication, and problem-solving skills than an undergraduate’s major 
field of study.

•	 Effective coaches/leaders do not simply tell players what to do, but they work 
with them so each little success becomes a building block for future successes.

•	 Frustration intensifies when attempting to tweak an outdated and ineffective 
system but relieved once a new and more effective system is implemented.

•	 The reflection, assessment, and adjusting of misconceptions are what maxi-
mizes the effectiveness of the experience.

•	 “What will I do tomorrow to move me one step closer to my goal and my 
students one step closer to their goals?”

•	 Students may not remember what you said years after taking your class, but 
they will definitely remember how you made them feel!

•	 Intentional teaching requires intentional preparation with a specific purpose 
and goal, leading to decreased stress and increased performance—for both 
students and faculty.

•	 The power of commitment to small, consistent efforts: Just fifteen minutes 
a day equates to over twenty-six hours of study time over the course of the 
semester!

•	 By stopping to reflect and review through the use of chunking techniques, 
we move information from short-term to working or longer-term memory, 
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building crucial momentum for further and deeper learning and activating 
the promise of scaffolding.

•	 Small, consistent changes are guaranteed to lead to improvements—for 
both students and faculty.

•	 When you inspire students to ask questions you know they are engaged and 
thinking about the topic at hand, a crucial prerequisite to a deeper and more 
meaningful learning process grounded in relevancy.

•	 To-do lists also provide a system which forces the mind to focus on one step 
at a time, something crucial to problem-solving.

•	 The point is to minimize the stacking of material/concepts students do not 
know on top of material they do not know, quickly creating frustration for 
both the student and the teacher.

•	 The added advantage to the institution of an environment where all faculty 
are participating in designing a more active and engaging approach to total 
student development is that students show up to subsequent classes better 
prepared and more confident.

•	 Great teachers ask great questions—and they are not the answer key! Give 
them time to think and respond. At least you will know their misconcep-
tions (old learning) to connect with the new learning.

•	 By providing a course that is built and designed on basic educational phi-
losophies and incorporated into the LMS, adjunct instructors are free to 
focus on incorporating more active and effective learning activities.
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The necessity to change the education paradigm in American community col-
leges began with two landmark reports. The 1983 report, A Nation at Risk, 
initiated one of the largest K–12 educational reform movements in the history 
of the United States. An American Imperative (Wingspread Group on Higher 
Education, 1993) called for overhauling higher education in the United States 
in order to put students at the center of the educational enterprise. The “learn-
ing college” model was built on these two reports and became a popular and 
effective reform model for postsecondary education, particularly after the 
publication of A Learning College for the 21st Century by Terry O’Banion 
in 1997.

If implementing small-scale change can be a challenge, then transforming 
an entire system of education might be considered impossible. However, in 
his book, O’Banion suggests a framework for change that involves students, 
faculty, staff, administrators, and community members. Stressing the premier 
role of faculty in the process, O’Banion said, in his forum session at the Inno-
vations Conference in 2015, “Substantial change in education will not occur 
unless the faculty are as deeply engaged as key stakeholders.”

The importance of the faculty role has also been seen in highly successful 
boutique programs focused on helping a small cohort of students. Report-
outs from these programs have provided valuable information about effective 
strategies for inspiring and facilitating learning. Unfortunately, efforts to 
scale these programs and initiatives often fail, particularly when they do not 
involve a critical mass of faculty.

Chapter 6

Five Strategies for Course Redesigns
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This chapter offers insight into how five basic instructional strategies can 
lead to significant increases in student learning, retention, and completion, 
whether the aim is broad institutional transformation or improvement in a sin-
gle class. These five strategies provide the guardrails needed to maximize the 
number of students benefiting from increases in learning, while minimizing 
the time it takes to achieve substantial improvements in student satisfaction, 
attendance, preparation for class, persistence, critical thinking, communica-
tion, teamwork, and problem-solving.

Although research has shown that any one of these strategies can improve 
test scores up to a letter grade or more, course redesigns can take advantage of 
the synergistic effects of incorporating all five strategies. Together, they form 
the basic structuring for courses; then, courses can be constantly adjusted 
through the use of activities and techniques chosen by individual instructors. 
Although these strategies increase learning for all students, increases are 
significantly greater for the most underserved students. These strategies have 
been shown to close achievement gaps and significantly increase retention 
and completion rates, which, in turn, lead to increases in enrollment. They are 
also strategies supported by extensive research, grounded in basic educational 
philosophy.

Each of these five strategies supports the three pillars of effective instruc-
tion: maximum engagement, relevancy, and supportive relationships. The 
combination of relevancy and relationships helps drive the intellectual rigor 
instructors desire from their courses. Reinforced by recent advances in cogni-
tive science, a topic of discussion in chapter 7, the five strategies are general 
enough to provide guidance without impeding instructors’ freedom to choose 
specific activities to develop an action plan for improvement. Of course, the 
freedom to choose also comes with a responsibility for the results of those 
choices.

Looking back just a few decades in higher education, we find plentiful 
examples of inefficiencies. First, if ten problems were identified as impeding 
learning for a diverse group of students, we would need to form a commit-
tee. Once a committee formed, the next order of business might be to vote 
on which one of the problems the committee would address. In contrast, in 
today’s learning-centered environment, every problem impeding learning 
must be addressed because learning must be maximized for a maximum 
number of students.
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Luckily, all of the five strategies for course design have been used in our 
state ILA to address most of the major issues impeding learning across all dis-
ciplines. Although problems in education are seldom completely solved, we, 
as professional educators, should always look for holistic ways to respond to 
problems associated with learning.

Dr. Eduardo Marti described this need in America’s Broken Promise 

(2016): “[Community colleges] are the only postsecondary institutions that 
promise to educate and prepare all interested Americans for future degrees 
and professions. We must develop the strategies that will enable us to effec-
tively educate all students. We must avoid the empty assurance of piecemeal 
approaches and partial solutions.”

High-impact strategies like the ones in this chapter constitute a holistic 
approach to course redesign and can increase student learning in immediate 
and profound ways. For example, in introductory biology classes at WCCD, 
there was almost a letter-grade increase in test scores after using the data from 
course evaluation results to inform our efforts to increase positive student 
perceptions (see the following for more). After integrating frequent assess-
ments, the number of students making below a seventy on the first exam in 
these same courses was reduced by more than half. When departmental data 
was shared institution-wide, these increases provided the momentum needed 
for at-scale implementation and educator buy-in.

The same effects can be realized when individual teachers share their 
student success data with other members of the department. Data must be 
constantly shared with a degree of transparency that inspires action. This 
was done at WCCD by providing the WDF rates for each course, as well as 
course evaluation results. All instructors, other than the instructor receiving 
the report, were designated “instructor A,” “instructor B,” and so on.

The transparency of the list stimulated departmental and divisional discus-
sions about how to increase student success, as well as identifying at-risk 
courses for high WDF rates and large instructor variances within the same 
courses. The most common comment from faculty as they implemented these 
strategies was in regard to their surprise that such small changes could have 
such a big impact on their teaching and on their students’ learning.

To KISS this: If we desire to have the best prepared students for the work-
force or for higher education, then we must incorporate the best strategies 
designed to inspire and facilitate deeper and more meaningful learning. For 
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those institutions or faculty who claim to have the “worst” students, it should 
not be an option to use anything less than the “best” strategies. We do not 
need more research to show us what works, but we may need more shared 
data to inspire a greater degree of participation throughout faculty ranks.

ASSESS STUDENT PERCEPTIONS

Accrediting agency standards are usually met through the assessment of 
student perceptions (e.g., course evaluations). Faculty can therefore use the 
results from these assessments to work toward creating a more positive learn-
ing environment. Doing so addresses the number one reason students leave 
college: They do not feel connected (Community College Center for Students 
Engagement, 2009). The strategy of using course evaluations to improve 
positive perceptions is an important checkpoint to gauge the level of commit-
ment to closing student achievement gaps.

Since increasing positive perceptions of the learning environment has been 
shown to improve learning for all students, and up to five times more for 
low-income minority students (Berrett, 2013), this should be the first of the 
five strategies implemented by faculty to close socioeconomic achievement 
gaps. Currently, 93 percent of colleges and universities conduct these course 
evaluations at the end of each term, meaning institutions lose valuable input 
from students who withdraw. Combine this with an online response rate of 
approximately 29 percent (national average), and it becomes clear that we 
need to make more intentional efforts to gather student perception data—and 
earlier—to gain a better understanding of students’ feelings/perceptions.

Many faculty have gained this insight on their own terms, practicing a pro-
active leadership mindset by, for example, adopting short surveys to give to 
students after the first major exam. These short surveys are often more effec-
tive when responses are anonymous and the students understand the benefit of 
providing honest answers. According to ILA participants who integrate these 
short surveys and then make simple adjustments based on the results, students 
respond very favorably.

Subsequent assessments and assignments were also found to result in 
noticeable improvements. Teachers can also use these surveys to include 
questions that require students to reflect on their own preparation, such 
as, “I prepared for each class by having already looked up each of the unit 
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objectives in the textbook.” Such questions work on the metacognitive 
aspects of student preparation by asking students to reflect on their learning 
and preparation.

Teachers can maximize the effectiveness of these kinds of early and short 
surveys by giving them to students early in the semester and by reading the 
results right away, making note of common responses, and developing an 
action plan. Upon return to the next class period, teachers can provide posi-
tive reinforcement to students’ honest responses and inform students that they 
will be making adjustments accordingly. This in itself can be a powerful tool 
in conveying to students a teacher’s genuine concern for student perceptions, 
as well as in creating the collaborative environment we know is more condu-
cive to learning. It is also one of the best examples of how teacher participa-
tion in a proven strategy can lead to immediate and noticeable improvements 
in student motivation—an inspiration to implement additional proven strate-
gies for success.

In fact, evaluations like these inform the first strategy for course redesign, 
which responds to the top reason students cite for leaving college: They do 
not feel connected (Community College Center for Student Engagement, 
2009). In some ways, this should not come as a surprise because “connect-
ing’” is the first of the three Cs for success. If they feel connected, students 
are more likely to persist through issues that might otherwise cause them to 
withdraw, mentally or physically.

By including a question on course evaluations regarding students’ per-
ceptions of whether the instructor cares for them as individual students, 
educators can gain valuable and quantifiable data as a baseline to monitor 
improvements in the percentage of “strongly agrees.” According to a Gallup-
Purdue University study of college graduates (Ray & Marken, 2015), only 27 
percent of university graduates strongly agreed their “professors cared about 
me as a person,” highlighting the need for more intentionality in this area. 
Another area of concern conveyed through this study was that 37 percent of 
graduates did not strongly agree that they “had at least one professor who 
made me excited about learning,” which may have had an impact on the ques-
tion regarding “caring.”

At WCCD, instructors received 96 percent of agrees and strongly agrees 
for questions regarding positive perceptions on course evaluations, before 
even starting our I-CAN initiative to address unacceptably low course success 
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rates, retention, and completion rates. Statistically, using a combination of 
these two responses would undermine improvement efforts because there 
was so little room (approximately 4 percent) for improvement. Making a 
data-informed decision, we chose to use only the “strongly agrees” when 
monitoring improvement for each of the survey questions because 71 percent 
was the baseline response for this response.

When asked by a faculty member why we were not including the “agree” 
answers in the analysis for improvement, the above statistical reasoning 
did not seem to satisfy. The question became, “Aren’t ‘agrees’ good?” Our 
answer? They are absolutely good, but our mission statement clearly states 
we strive for excellence. Therefore, if “agrees” are good, then “strongly 
agrees” must be excellent. In fact, research has shown a general tendency 
for students to overinflate their positive responses unless they have a specific 
reason not to (Price, 2006). Regardless of actual responses, this data allows 
institutions and educators to set baselines, standards, and goals that they can 
then use to monitor improvements.

In the beginning of the I-CAN initiative, only about 28 percent of stu-
dents at WCCD responded to online surveys such as these (consistent over 
a six-year period). After discussing the significance of these evaluations and 
the need for more valid data, WCCD placed a response rate on faculty per-
formance dashboards, a report from the institution which includes not only 
course evaluation data but also course success data. This resulted in response 
rates immediately increasing to 67 percent. Faculty felt this response rate 
provided more valid data for analysis.

To help ensure faculty engagement, administrators agreed with faculty that 
survey results would not be used to evaluate faculty, as long as faculty used 
them to improve positive perceptions, as evidenced with their action plans 
for improvement. It was crucial to get faculty to focus on the goal of creating 
and implementing action plans for constant improvements rather than on the 
stress of being evaluated by their students. This was especially important con-
sidering faculty had never been required to use these evaluations to improve 
perceptions. Just as faculty tell students to focus on learning and the grades 
will improve, we must also focus on improving positive perceptions so that 
student performance can improve.

Once assessing student perceptions, teacher-leaders are better positioned 
to make improvements. Perhaps surprisingly, improving positive perceptions 
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requires relatively low inputs for outsize outputs. For instance, positive 
perceptions often improve when teachers simply schedule office hours each 
week and designate them “student hours.” Students also report more positive 
perceptions when teachers consciously integrate the frequent use of student 
names.

For many teacher-leaders, especially teachers who want to be leaders but 
are not yet on the leadership path, becoming aware of the power of student 
emotions and perceptions about their learning promotes a more intentional 
approach to each student interaction, helping foster a culture of caring and 
appreciation.

By obtaining total faculty participation in actions that can improve positive 
perceptions, institutions can achieve results that significantly impact student 
persistence and success. For example, during the early years of our I-CAN 
initiative and in an attempt to further enhance positive student perceptions, 
WCCD faculty agreed that in addition to the list of their expectations for stu-
dents, they would also provide a list of what students could expect of them. 
This helped create a dynamic learning environment in which everyone’s 
commitment to learning was clearly communicated. Although devising a list 
of what students can expect of faculty can initially be a little uncomfortable, 
most faculty quickly realize its benefits and are reminded through this process 
that relationships drive the intellectual rigor of the learning environment.

To address one of the most popular teaching maxims—students do not care 

how much you know until they know how much you care—survey questions 
should include a question regarding students’ sense of the instructor’s care. 
Developing a culture of caring and appreciation is crucial to overcoming the 
insecurity and low self-worth that may be felt by many community college 
students, as they are also attempting to develop the grit needed to persist to 
completion. Institutions can do their part by including a question regarding 
caring on the institutional course evaluations, and faculty can do the same by 
including it on the early, condensed evaluation questions given after the first 
exam.

At WCCD, in addition to a question on caring, division directors agreed 
on four other questions to be featured on faculty performance dashboards. 
By focusing on five basic questions, faculty were able to avoid the data-
overload that can occur at the beginning of most major student suc-
cess initiative. The other questions surveyed the students’ perception of 
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engagement, the enthusiasm of the instructor, the interest of the content (rel-
evancy), and whether the student would recommend the instructor to fellow  
students.

The specific questions may require revisiting and revising to obtain more 
relevant answers regarding practices that have been proven to increase stu-
dent satisfaction and learning.

A sampling of key questions include:

•	 I felt the instructor truly cared for me as a student.
•	 I felt engaged in the class sessions.
•	 I felt the material was interesting and applicable to my success.
•	 I felt the instructor maintained his/her enthusiasm for learning.
•	 I looked up the objectives in the textbook before each class session.
•	 I watched the lecture videos which accompany each objective before each 

class session.
•	 I would recommend this instructor to my fellow students.

Creating a dynamic learning environment begins with dynamic personal 
connections. The power of making meaningful connections with students is 
evident in research results from CCCSE: Students’ chance of completion is 
doubled if they make a connection with just three folks on campus. But these 
connections must be intentionally created by instructor and students, as well 
as between students.

THE IMPORTANCE OF CLEAR LEARNING OBJECTIVES

The second strategy for course redesign requires providing clear learning 
objectives or expectations of what students should be able to do (explain, 
state, identify, etc.) for each summative assessment. These are sometimes 
referred to as “unit objectives” and are provided in advance of each unit of 
study, and they are distinct from course learning outcomes, which are to be 
achieved by completion of the course.

Just as daily goals are chunked into smaller tasks on a to-do list, these unit 
objectives result from chunking the course outcomes into smaller and more 
doable steps in order to achieve these outcomes by the end of the course. Unit 
objectives provide students with a specific focus on what they need to be able 



123Five Strategies for Course Redesigns

to do or know for each class period, as well as what they will be expected to 
do for each exam.

Because providing clear expectations is the first step to any process involv-
ing learning and/or performance, it is imperative that educators provide spe-
cific objectives in advance of content coverage. It promotes preparation and 
accountability for both the student and the teacher.

Providing these same types of expectations in the form of a study guide a 
few days before an exam, on the other hand, can retrospectively signal that 
preparing for class is not important or necessary. Students may simply wait 
to receive a study guide and then cram for an exam, which, as all instructors 
know, results in shallow memorization and less transferrable learning to carry 
over to other classes and situations. By converting each of the objectives to 
questions, students will already have the best study guide available at their 
fingertips.

One of the major obstacles to success for many low-income students (and 
for many families experiencing generational poverty) is the perception that 
efforts do not control success. Providing clear expectations is therefore the 
first step to empowering students with the control and confidence they need 
to improve. This strategy emphasizes to students that their efforts prior to a 
class session or prior to watching a lecture video do matter, and it provides 
them more control over their learning.

Students feel more in control over their performance and are energized by 
the structure and chunking the objectives provided. Ultimately, students are 
more likely to persist through challenges and hardships, while also increasing 
the chances their children will be inspired to do the same. The generational 
aspects of education highlight the meaning of the proverb, “Blessed are those 
who plant trees under whose shade they will never sit.”

In addition, the process of creating objectives forces faculty to analyze 
course content for relevancy, which in turn helps faculty avoid content 
tyranny syndrome. Since increased quality of learning of concepts and prin-
ciples can be more easily achieved by decreasing quantity of content, this 
constant evaluation of course content for relevancy is imperative.

Although career-oriented courses are constantly evaluating content for 
relevancy, this is rarely the case for general education courses. Faculty evalu-
ation of courses to ensure current relevancy may involve substituting less 
relevant objectives with more relevant material, skills, or behaviors needed 



124 Chapter 6

for success. Not many computer courses could survive if they continued 
teaching computer punch-cards over more relevant programs and processes, 
and other courses will die off, too, if they did not become more relevant to 
success in today’s workplace. Constant evaluation and assessment of unit 
objectives by faculty, or better yet by departments, ensures current and maxi-
mum relevancy.

It is not always easy to engage in the process of building and then con-
stantly assessing unit objectives. However, students (and faculty) experience 
a surge of motivation when objectives serve as a chunked to-do list. The 
feeling of progress helps raise everyone’s confidence levels. This can only 
happen when crystal-clear expectations help students engage in the learning 
process, and when faculty help students hold themselves accountable for 
understanding the objectives and examining them in preparation for class.

Therefore, one of the first questions on student interventions, or even for 
students seeking assistance, should be some variation of the following: “Are 
you looking up the objectives in the textbook before coming to class?” This 
would hold true for any course, as long as all courses had unit objectives in 
place, and is just another way of asking what the student has done to prepare 
for class. A reminder that the only wrong answer is “nothing” helps focus stu-
dents back on the first step to the study process. Learning objectives therefore 
signal the first shifting of responsibility for learning to the student.

Reiterating that help can only come after a student has completed the first 
step is another way to ensure the rusty nut is broken loose, although some 
students may need assistance on what is meant by “looking up” the objec-
tives. Highlighting these in the textbook during class calls students’ attention 
to the main points. Using supportive statements, tables, or pictures to clarify 
concepts is also helpful.

It is also important for students to know that, although they may understand 
the reading, they should read in order to create questions to be answered dur-
ing class or on a lecture video. It is through understanding how unit objectives 
can enhance students’ ability to prepare themselves for classroom lectures, 
activities, and discussions that allow faculty to maximize the effectiveness 
of these objectives.

Therefore, placing an emphasis on “being here prepared” covers the two 
most important aspects of learning and success for students: attendance and 
prior thought into the course content. Combining this with active engagement 
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(through the plethora of classroom activities) in the class session addresses 
the top concerns of faculty and employers—ensuring students or employees 
show up, are prepared to work, and actually work while in class or on the job.

Unit objectives help to ensure more focused and “doable” preparation. 
They provide the brain with specific “questions” to be answered and are 
chunked to match each day’s activities. In addition to knowing which chap-
ter will be discussed, students know specifically which topics they need to 
review and exactly how they will be required to perform on the tests based 
on the verbs used for each objective.

Once students show up prepared, the responsibility shifts to the instruc-
tor to serve as the facilitator of learning. If students are abiding by their 
responsibility to show up prepared, the instructor is obligated to fulfill their 
responsibility to provide a course and lesson structured to maximize learning.

With an abundance of encouragement for their preparatory efforts, faculty 
can nurture a renewed sense of confidence among the more at-risk students, 
ensuring they accept even more responsibility for their learning. This is the 
process by which a growth mindset is developed through strategies that 
enhance students’ feeling of control. Ideally, it helps students attain one of 
the ultimate goals of education—becoming a lifelong learner.

There was an opportunity to maximize learning early in my teaching career 
in the community college system. At the time, I was also coaching basketball. 
One of our ballplayers, I will call him Chris, had registered for my physical 
science class in order to fulfill his requirements for a teaching degree. After a 
talk about responsibilities on the first day of class, Chris stayed around until 
all the other students in the class had left.

Chris proceeded to inform me that science was not his thing, and he was 
only getting a teaching degree so he could coach. In a relaxed and casual 
manner, Chris says, “Hey coach. All I need is a C to get through this class, so 
I know you have my back!” Realizing this could serve as a profound learning 
moment, he was reminded that he was expressing what is called a “mini-
mum mindset.” A minimum mindset, I told him, is fixated on the minimum 
required to receive credit. Although he knew that a minimum mindset does 
not work on the basketball court, he needed a reminder that it does not work 
in life, nor will it work in our classroom.

I told Chris I would be pulling for him to be successful in the course, but 
added, “You will get the grade you earn. And just so we are clear, if you 
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end up with a 69.4 average at the end of the term, you will receive a D. So, 
my suggestion is to use the maximum mindset you are accustomed to on the 
basketball court and carry that over to this class. That way, even if you fall 
short, you will pass the class.”

Little did I know the effect this talk would have on Chris. In fact, the only 
reason I did know was that his English teacher shared with me an essay he 
wrote the following semester. The assignment required students to write 
about someone who impacted their life in a profound way. Chris wrote about 
how he was not accustomed to being challenged outside sports and how that 
one conversation the first day of physical science class changed his mindset 
and inspired him to become empowered with strategies that improved his 
academic performance and his motivation to learn. He finished his paper with 
a statement that he knows he will be a better teacher because of the impact 
that conversation had on his approach to academics and his life.

Reflecting on that conversation with Chris, I am reminded of a quote by 
teacher and speaker Todd Whitaker: “The best thing about being a teacher is 
that it matters. The hardest thing about being a teacher is that it matters every 
day!” We never know what words may inspire a specific individual, which 
is why we try so hard to show students we genuinely care about them and 
their success. Once they know this, it is much easier to help them move well 
beyond their own self-perceived limitations and into that magical realm of 
empowerment that exists outside their comfort zones.

Although Chris may have been overwhelmed by the entirety of the course, 
keeping him focused on one step/objective at a time allowed him to quickly—
and through small successes—gain the confidence he needed to assume 
responsibility for his performance in the class.

UTILIZE LECTURE VIDEOS

Because lack of time stands as one of the primary reasons given by faculty for 
not implementing more active learning strategies, the third strategy concerns 
utilizing time-saving teaching techniques like lecture videos. Implementing 
active learning techniques and activities that increase engagement, relevancy, 
and general education outcomes is crucial as faculty work to limit less pro-
ductive passive or teacher-centered efforts. Lecture videos help faculty spend 
classroom time in intentionally active learning.
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When more information is available via smartphones than at libraries, 
students can easily become overwhelmed by the quantity of information. 
However, educators can take advantage of technology by creating short (five- 
to ten-minute) instructor-made lecture videos paired to each unit objective, 
effectively chunking an entire unit into smaller segments. While this frees 
valuable class time for the use of strategies that promote deeper learning and 
skills more essential to life success, such as critical thinking, problem-solv-
ing, teamwork, and communication, it also offers around-the-clock content 
availability. Such availability provides valuable support for all students, but 
especially the most underprepared.

Lecture videos allow the instructor to “flip” any part of the lesson, and they 
can be especially valuable when the physical class sessions must be canceled 
(due to weather or illness, for example). Videos also allow students more 
control over their learning because they have a way to compensate for their 
absence if they must miss a class session.

Although faculty can make any adjustments they deem appropriate when 
they miss classes, if students miss class they are at the mercy of the resources 
provided. Clarity on what they must specifically know or do (information 
conveyed by unit objectives), combined with lecture videos paired to each 
objective, make it easier for students to compensate for missed classes or 
a simple lack of comprehension. The 24/7 availability of these resources 
increases internal locus of control sensed by having allowed students to 
accept more responsibility for their learning.

Although videos from the Internet may provide wonderful supplemental 
information or visual enhancements, lecture videos should be instructor-

made and intentionally tied to the objectives. Research from our own ILA 
supports students’ preference for videos made by the instructor. More impor-
tantly, it is the teacher’s class, the teacher’s students, the teacher’s content, 
and the teacher’s tests.

Immediate personal connections between the instructor and the students 
are strengthened as the instructor, even when not on camera, plays a very real 
role and has a presence throughout the video. This also allows the instructor 
more control in tailoring to the specific needs of the class. The fact that the 
material originates with the instructor can also provide an increased sense of 
relevancy and control for students, thereby increasing the chance that stu-
dents will watch the videos.
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Although educators may be daunted by the task, they can use screen-
capturing software to allow for fast and easy video production without having 
the videos dated with a physical image of the instructor. There are several 
options available online for producing these videos (such as Screencast-O-
Matic) that do not require special equipment and also allow for video editing. 
The institution must support course redesigns complete with unit objective 
videos through relief-time, reduced class load, or special recognition of those 
completing these redesigns.

These videos are more effective if they follow the same strategies deemed 
successful in the classroom. Therefore, an introductory slide should ask a 
question in order to generate the viewer’s curiosity before introducing the 
subject. Other methods, such as providing a fill-in-the-blank worksheet to 
complete as students watch the video, can help ensure engagement. Addition-
ally, capabilities such as closed-captioning, which can be obtained through 
programs that automatically incorporate it, provide additional support for all 
students, not just those who are hearing-impaired.

The aforementioned worksheet keyed to particular slides can be helpful in 
a few ways: It allows students to maximize their focus on the video subject 
(as opposed to trying to copiously take notes). It also provides a kind of car-
rot and stick, as the worksheets can be turned in at the beginning of class 
for a partial daily grade and as evidence of students’ preparation for class. 
Reflecting on questions emphasizing key concepts from the videos also helps 
establish a foundation for additional learning.

Of course, videos take time to make. Indeed, the number one reason 
WCCD and ILA faculty give for their reluctance in making these videos 
is lack of time. However, faculty must practice the same time management 
required of students in order to take a seemingly overwhelming problem and 
chunk it enough to create a seemingly easy solution. Although most people 
will fill any system they have to the point where they are busy, it is imperative 
to develop a new system that makes time for something as important as giv-
ing students access to course content 24/7. Furthermore, the beauty of making 
video lectures is that once the videos are produced, they are good to use for 
as long as each objective is used.

To effectively chunk this task, teachers might consider applying a small 
effort consistently over a period of time to produce significant improvements. 
Over the course of one semester, teachers could devote Friday mornings 
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to producing these five- to ten-minute lecture videos. Such an effort could 
result in about fifteen videos each week. In just five weeks, they would have 
about seventy-five videos produced. This equates to approximately an entire 
course. Continuing such a system allows teachers to complete three courses 
in the span of just one semester and attests to the power of having an effective 
system where consistently applied small steps provide the chunking needed 
for completion.

It is important to keep in mind that the point of videos is not to have 
incredibly high-quality videos, but to have an audio and visual representa-
tion of material deemed relevant. Just as a lecture or activity rarely results 
in perfection, teachers should not be overly concerned if there are slight 
blips in presenting. For the student, the focus should be on looking up each 
of the objectives in the textbook before watching the video accompanying 
these objectives. Emphasis on following these directions should be the first 
response to any solicitation of assistance by the student.

Videos may seem simple, but they really work. San Jose State University 
(SJSU) implemented lecture videos in an engineering course with one of its 
highest rates of withdrawals (Finkelmeyer, 2012). When compared to per-
formance in the traditional lecture section over the course of the semester, 
exam scores in the video lecture section resulted in improvements in excess 
of a letter grade, despite having more difficult exams covering more content. 
This prompted a call to action for implementing videos across all engineering 
courses at SJSU.

The science division at WCCD experienced these same types of increases 
in student learning, prompting every instructor in the division to make a com-
plete set of videos for every course they taught. Having already committed 
to addressing all issues impeding learning, collaboration in this division was 
facilitated through the use of weekly newsletters from the division director 
and monthly meetings that allowed for collaboration and quick integration 
of effective strategies throughout the division. Establishing a complete set of 
these videos on the LMS of adjunct faculty ensured that every science student 
had access to the same resources as those students in full-time instructors’ 
classes.

When WCCD began its I-CAN initiative, educators raised questions con-
cerning online and traditional classrooms. Since traditional classes provide 
complete face-to-face lectures on all topics in the course, it was not clear that 
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online courses were comparable to traditional courses because at that time 
most students in online courses did not have access to lectures. The solution 
to this problem? Requiring all online and hybrid courses to have a complete 
set of these lecture videos.

However, this resulted in another question from faculty. Just as with stu-
dents, we know our colleagues are engaged and thinking when they ask the 
right questions. Faculty asked about the fact that online students can watch 
these videos as much as needed, while students in traditional course sections 
only have access one time—when they were present for the lecture. This 
prompted faculty to post their videos made for online/hybrid courses on the 
LMS for traditional classes, as well, which led to substantial closing of socio-
economic student achievement gaps, especially for those first-year, highest 
enrollment courses and developmental courses.

Over 75 percent of the gap between higher- and lower-income students 
was closed in the top ten enrollment courses and completely closed in devel-
opmental courses, with lecture videos playing a major role in these closures. 
The closures led to several national awards, as well as considerable increases 
in retention and completion.

Extending this use of the LMS well beyond just online courses and full-
time instructors has allowed WCCD maximum return on investment. In 
response to criticisms about the limited use of the LMS, many institutions 
claim they require all faculty to post their syllabus and/or grades on the LMS. 
However, the LMS is not just a document storage facility. It is a system to 
manage learning.

Administrators would do better to ask themselves more meaningful ques-
tions: Is there evidence the LMS facilitates learning through the use of 
proven strategies, such as objectives, videos, frequent assessments, discus-

sion boards, and so on.? Is this resource provided for all students, or just 
those who happen to register for an instructor who provides such resources? 
Supporting course redesign efforts across the institution allows for maximum 
use of the LMS to facilitate learning while affecting a maximum number of 
students.

A big part of the value of these videos is that they promote problem-solv-
ing. Students can be instructed to pause the video while attempting to solve 
problems posed on it. They can be taught that only after they have something 
on paper and can no longer move forward in the problem should they return 
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to the video to get them through their “stuck point.” Such an approach to 
problem-solving is much more effective than having students read a problem 
only to immediately go to the solutions manual to see the entire problem 
worked out.

Although I have seen firsthand the results of video addition in my own 
chemistry courses, there are also several examples of amazing results 
achieved through other effective instructor-made videos. For example, when 
Hunter College in Manhattan, NY, used videos of no more than ten minutes 
for its general chemistry courses, teachers saw pass rates go from 60 percent 
to 85 percent almost immediately. Lehman College, also in NY, had an 80 
percent minority student body and experienced improvements in general 
chemistry pass rates from 35 percent to 80 percent!

After witnessing the increased learning and preparation for class with the 
unit objectives and videos, every science instructor at WCCD committed to 
producing a complete set of videos for their unit objectives in each of their 
courses. This goal was realized by 2010 and paid additional dividends as 
these redesigned courses were also made available for all adjunct instructors 
for use in their classes. The strategy carried over to our college-wide I-CAN 
initiative a couple of years later and led to the production of over 7,000 
instructor-made lecture/tutorial videos available on the LMS for students 
24/7.

Although effective videos can stimulate a higher degree of preparation 
for class, as well as providing a powerful 24/7 support system for students, 
its added value is that it frees up time for activities that stimulate learning. 
Reflection and review activities promoting greater engagement, critical think-
ing, and communication can replace much of the class time spent on covering 
content through lecture. Requiring short worksheets with fill-in-the-blank 
questions from the videos help increase accountability and participation. As 
for the concern that class attendance would decrease with the videos, this 
notion was quickly dispelled with the addition of frequent assessments.

FREQUENT FORMATIVE ASSESSMENTS

The use of lecture videos also allows more time for another engaging activity 
and the fourth strategy for course redesign: frequent low-stakes assessments. 
Formative assessments provide valuable information and allow students and 
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faculty to critically reflect on previously covered material and to quickly 
adjust learning strategies. By using short quizzes, essays, group work, discus-
sions, and other assessment measures (rather than higher-stakes summative 
assessments) to increase learning, students (and teachers) gain immediate 
feedback, which is far more important than the actual grade value for these 
assessments.

These assessments are for learning; as such, they are not at all like sum-
mative assessments, which carry a greater weight and are assessments 
of learning. Combined with chunking and active learning activities, low-
stakes assessments allow students to quickly gain the confidence associ-
ated with meaningful learning because they can make small adjustments 
before moving on to new material. For many students, failure to do this can 
quickly lead to frustration and a sense of overwhelm, pushing students out 
of the learning mode and into survival mode—a result of stacking infor-
mation they have not yet learned on top of information they have not yet  
learned.

Since they are assessments for learning, multiple types may be used. 
Many teachers incorporate daily grades into one grade at the end of the term 
that is approximately the weight of any given summative (unit) assessment. 
These grades cannot be made up, except for rare exceptions (such as multiple 
missed days due to an illness or special situation). Having a couple of extra 
daily grades allows students to miss no more than one or two class days 
and still maintain a perfect score. As with all other activities, however, it is 
imperative students are crystal-clear on requirements at the beginning of the 
course to avoid future misunderstandings.

Although traditional pop quizzes may come to many readers’ minds as 
examples of low-stakes assessments, such activities are not always the most 
effective at assessing for learning. Students often perceive quizzes as just 
another extension of exams, especially when turned in and graded by the 
instructor. Instead, teachers can try using more innovative approaches to 
stimulate the use of the skills crucial to success in the workplace and in life. A 
simple Google search will yield a myriad of examples teachers can incorpo-
rate into classes. The purpose is to increase attendance, preparation for class, 
and engagement in the learning process, all of which leads to higher-quality 
learning.
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The institution and instructional leaders can support these efforts and expe-
dite at-scale use of more effective activities through regular brainstorming 
meetings to share successful strategies; such meetings take advantage of the 
diversity of innovations by including faculty from as many departments as 
possible. Providing faculty with the opportunity to participate in the ILA (as 
discussed in chapter 9) is a great way to expedite innovation and leadership 
development in the instructional division.

It is important to point out that, initially, students frequently resist the 
requirement to be more engaged in their learning (in part because it takes 
much less energy to sit and listen passively). One instructor informed me she 
had tried group discussions, but students did not like them. When asked what 
she was doing about it, she replied, “Well, I won’t be doing those anymore!” 
Understanding that resistance is a natural reaction to change, teachers are less 
likely to take the resistance personally (Q-TIP) and make hasty decisions to 
eliminate activities that enhance learning.

After all, if we polled our students, I bet we would see that they do not 
particularly like homework or final exams, either, but we do not eliminate 
these activities. As leaders and as teachers, it is our responsibility to inspire 
students to do that which they need to do but may not want to do—and to 
do it long enough that they then want to do it. For parents, this is the same 
approach we must use in raising children.

A recent article, “The Dangers of Fluent Lectures” (Flaherty, 2019), sum-
marized a new study in Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences. 
The study concluded, “Students who engage in active learning learn more—
but feel like they learn less—than peers in more lecture-oriented classrooms. 
That is in part because active learning is harder than more passive learning.” 

This is also true of many instructors who typically perceive students learn 
more when instructors cover more.

The reality is that students objectively learn considerably more when 
“actively engaged in building knowledge about key concepts.” So, although 
there may be initial (and potentially widespread) resistance to all kinds of 
course changes, course ratings from students often increase significantly once 
they realize the value of these activities toward learning. Not only do their test 
scores increase, but they many times find themselves carrying over relevant 
learning and skills training to other courses—and to life in general.



134 Chapter 6

EMPLOY EARLY AND INTRUSIVE INTERVENTIONS

The fifth strategy—early and intrusive interventions—also works in synergy 
with course evaluation results to improve positive student perceptions. This 
strategy is also focused on developing more supportive relationships and 
making connections. As we have seen in the material on course evaluations, 
faculty-student interactions (interactions that lead to and deepen connections) 
are crucial to student persistence, retention, and completion rates. These 
interactions are especially crucial for the most at-risk students.

Skepticism upon hearing about data out of Valencia College in Florida that 
showed students’ chances of completion are cut in half upon withdrawal or 
failure from one of their first five courses and cut in half again upon their sec-
ond failure or withdrawal, quickly dissipated upon analysis of our own data 
at WCCD. Our findings were almost identical. Even more disturbing was that 
the data showed by the fourth withdrawal a student’s chance of completion 
was less than 1 percent at WCCD.

Although our intervention strategies included frequent, early, and intrusive 
interventions, this data provided additional motivation for enhanced intention-
ality focused on increasing learning and supportive relationships in those high-
enrollment, first-term/year courses. These courses can provide the highest return 
on intervention efforts, leading to increased retention and completion rates.

For example, we know that first-day or first-week interventions for students 
retaking a course are critical for developing an individual plan of action to 
improve performance. Consequently, faculty should plan to meet with all stu-
dents scoring below a 70 percent on the first exam, an effective intervention 
strategy for making necessary adjustments while inspiring corrective action.

When the science division at WCCD adopted frequent assessments, they 
experience a 50-plus percent decrease in the number of students making 
below a 70 on the first exam, thereby considerably reducing the number of 
these particular interventions. Early interventions like these allow for small 
corrections, which, in turn, help give students motivation and confidence for 
future corrections. All interventions should identify and clarify misconcep-
tions about what is required to successfully complete the course. Then, and 
as discussed in previous chapters, interventions should focus on obtaining 
the student’s commitment by making a list on paper for their plan of action.

Recently, similar material was presented to an area community college. A 
teacher responded with, “I heard what you were saying about interventions, 



135Five Strategies for Course Redesigns

but I would never email a student just because they missed a class.” Sound 
familiar? The teacher followed up with another familiar claim, “Because this 
is college, and there are some things they just need to figure out themselves.”

These statements remind us of other statements faculty often make 
in response to change, many of which are discussed in chapter 3. It also 
reminded me of more than one interviewee for a faculty position at my own 
college, in which the interviewee referenced how much it meant to them in 
graduate school when they received an email from the instructor acknowl-
edging their absence and offering their assistance if needed. If an interven-
tion as simple as an email can make such a lasting impression on advanced 
degree-seeking students, we can only imagine the impact on our most at-risk 
students, especially those who are low-income and first-generation.

When the instructor was asked if she would say anything to her own child 
in her class who had missed two days in a row, she immediately replied, 
“Of course I would.” I questioned why it mattered who the parent was when 
deciding who would receive intervention. She said she would not be inter-
vening as a teacher but as a parent. After being reminded that a parent who 
uses school data to intervene with a child could be considered in violation of 
FERPA guidelines, the teacher acknowledged she might need to reevaluate 
her strategies.

The point that needed to be made was—and is—this: It is not that we must 
treat our students as if they were our own children, but that we can. If we 
treated our students the way we would want to treat our own children, we 
would make incredible progress in closing achievement gaps.

There was also a math teacher who pushed back against suggestions for 
more interventions by saying, “This is college and students just need to fig-
ure it out.” Would he have had the same response if he had found his own 
daughter in her room crying out of frustration and overwhelm from a math 
class? Would he open the door to her room and just tell her, “This is college 
and you just need to figure it out?” Probably not.

Many times, interventions are short and impromptu opportunities. Our 
resistance is typically more mental, and perhaps emotional, than a reflec-
tion of limitations of time or ability. I am reminded of a baseball player I 
will call Jim. Jim majored in pre-med and took my first-semester organic 
chemistry course back in the mid-1990s. Most of the students had taken my 
general chemistry courses prior to organic chemistry, and we had established 
a rapport. However, because success in general chemistry courses does not 
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naturally lead to success in organic chemistry courses, the first test can be a 
wake-up call. Of course, it was reiterated that although we would like to do as 
well as possible on the first exam, our ability to learn from our mistakes and 
use them as opportunities to improve is much more important.

While handing back the first test papers I noticed that Jim had received a 
D on this test (he later shared with me this was the lowest test grade he had 
ever made). Knowing he had attended the most prestigious private school in 
our area, where the focus was on preparing for college, I laid the paper on 
his desk while speaking softly, “We are no longer in Little League, Jim. It’s 
time to step it up.” If there was any doubt about how this short conversation 
would affect Jim, it was quickly dispelled: He never earned less than an A 
on any other subsequent tests. For Jim, it was not as much about him not 
knowing how to study as it was underestimating the effort it would take to be 
successful in this course.

Fast-forward ten years: I saw Jim’s parents in the grocery store. Although 
I had completely forgotten about that day in organic chemistry class, his dad 
began to talk about what a profound impact my words had on Jim and how 
he continues to talk about it to this day. Just as with Chris, my former basket-
ball player who wanted to be a coach, I would have never known about this 
impact had someone not shared it with me.

It is exactly the same with all our students. We simply may never know 
how much we have affected them. This means we must never underestimate 
the power of short, personal, and sincere interventions. Sometimes these 
interventions are just a pat on the back or a foot in the rear (so to speak), and 
this is why it is so important to connect with students as much as possible 
and to realize that encouragement and appreciation are a universal language.

Whitaker’s words can be a stark reminder of the impact small gestures 
can have on students: The best thing about teaching is that it matters, and the 
toughest thing about teaching is that it matters every day, with every interven-
tion, every activity, and every encouraging word! The strategies we choose to 
implement make a difference.

SYNERGETIC STRATEGIES

It is clear that teachers must take on a variety of new responsibilities in order 
to effectively redesign their course for maximum effectiveness. But it is 
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equally clear that they cannot do this alone. Institutional leaders can offer a 
variety of support mechanisms to ensure faculty are as engaged in the learn-
ing process as their students. Chapter 9 provides examples of how institutions 
and administrators can not only support faculty efforts, but can help develop 
a leadership mentality throughout the faculty ranks that inspires continuous 
improvements in instructional and support strategies.

The synergetic effects of these five strategies combine for more improve-
ment than the sum of their parts. When we implemented all five strategies 
across an introductory biology course at WCCD and tracked our data, we 
found that over 1,200 more students showed up prepared for class than the 
year prior to implementation. Furthermore, overall withdrawal rates for 
the top ten enrollment courses on campus were cut in half the year after 
implementation.

Although these five strategies increase learning for all courses, imple-
mentation is particularly imperative in course redesigns for first-year, gen-
eral academic, gateway courses. When almost half of community college 
students do not show up for their second year (according to data from the 
American Association of Community Colleges from 2012), retention is a 
significant problem and major contributor to lower enrollment and lower 
graduation rates. It is a problem for institutions, but it’s a bigger problem 
for students.

As leaders and as teachers, it is our responsibility to inspire students 
to do that which they need to do but may not want to do—and to do it 
long enough that they then want to do it.

To ensure all students have equitable opportunities for success, all students 
must have access to the same high-quality practices to enhance learning. This 
means adjunct faculty members should have a completely developed course 
on their LMS. This allows adjunct faculty to focus on facilitating a more 
active and engaging learning environment rather than developing a course 
that has been taught at the institution for decades.

We received numerous comments from adjunct instructors at WCCD, as 
well as from their students, indicating the profound effect this system has on 
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learning. A ready-built course sends a clear message to new instructors about 
the mission, values, and purpose of our institution, a message that clearly 
communicates standards and expectations.

The five strategies in this chapter provide the instructional foundation for 
building a learning college, but a college-wide initiative is not a prerequisite 
for their use. Individuals or departments can use these strategies and the 
many effective engagement and active learning techniques they encompass. 
A quick Google search of active learning strategies yields dozens of specific 
activities related to these five core strategies. A powerful environment for 
transformation results from combining this information with positive, con-
structive collaboration and the courage to change.

Implementing these five proven strategies for enhancing student learning, 
persistence, and completion empowers faculty to achieve results previously 
unattainable with less effective instructional strategies. By integrating them 
into our teaching practices, we also help facilitate success for the diverse 
students who access community colleges. Ultimately, these strategies form 
a foundation for more effective learning and enhance the effectiveness of all 
activities chosen by the instructor.

Integrating these instructional strategies into the curriculum requires courage on 
the part of our teacher-leaders. It requires the courage to try something new and 
a willingness and adaptability to adjust and fine-tune each strategy for maximum 
learning and effectiveness. Luckily, the result of empowering a more diverse group 
of students to advance toward their higher education goals and build more produc-
tive and rewarding lives is a powerful incentive for drawing on that courage.

Several key points in this chapter are worth revisiting:

•	 The combination of relevancy and relationships drives the intellectual rigor.
•	 Data must be constantly shared with a degree of transparency that inspires 

action.
•	 If the desire is to have the best prepared students for the workforce or 

higher education, then we must incorporate the best strategies designed to 
inspire and facilitate a deeper and more meaningful learning.

•	 Each of these five strategies supports the three pillars of effective instruc-
tion: maximum engagement, relevancy, and supportive relationships.

•	 Substantial change in education will not occur unless the faculty is as 
deeply engaged as key stakeholders—Dr. O’Banion
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•	 Creating a dynamic learning environment begins with dynamic personal 
connections. The power of these interactions and their impact on learning 
cannot be overstated, especially for the most underserved students.

•	 Just as faculty tell students to focus on learning and the grades will 
improve, we must also focus on improving positive perceptions so student 
performance can improve.

•	 Providing crystal-clear expectations is the first step to the learning process, 
and failure to do so results in many students being behind before we even 
start the lecture.

•	 Placing emphasis on “being here prepared” covers the two most important 
aspects of learning: attendance and prior thought into the course content.

•	 Developing a culture of caring and appreciation is crucial to overcoming 
the insecurity and low self-worth that may be felt by many community col-
lege students.

•	 Although effective videos can stimulate a higher degree of preparation for 
class, as well as providing a powerful 24/7 support system for students—
the time newly available in class for stimulating activities is a bonus.

•	 Once students show up prepared, the responsibility shifts to the instructor 
to serve as the facilitator of learning.

•	 By integrating lecture videos, we saw an over 75 percent closure of the 
gap between higher- and lower-income students in the top ten enrollment 
courses and complete closure in developmental courses.

•	 Frequent assessments are for learning, as opposed to summative assess-
ments which carry a greater weight and are assessments of learning.

•	 Do not be surprised if many of your students resist the requirement to be 
more engaged in their learning, as it takes much less energy to just sit and 
listen passively.
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Recent advancements in neurology and the physiology of learning have 
provided the groundwork to understand how the brain naturally learns, some-
thing it has evolved over millions of years to do very well. Faculty frequently 
focus on differences among their subject matter, students, location, and insti-
tution, but the basic neurological needs of the students’ brains are strikingly 
similar. These commonalities mean learning can be enhanced and achieve-
ment gaps closed through strategies designed to take advantage of how the 
brain naturally learns.

The neurology of learning provides the “why” behind the effectiveness of 
the five high-impact strategies presented in the previous chapter. Using this 
knowledge of neurology, teachers can redesign courses to maximize learn-
ing while also providing the motivation for future learning. Creating lifelong 
learners is one of the primary goals of education, and it is a much easier goal 
to reach when all college employees are also committed to it.

As we discovered at WCCD, when faculty adopt a more proactive approach 
to inspiring and facilitating learning, others at the college are moved to do so, 
as well. The saying that “a rising tide lifts all boats” is especially true when it 
comes to the efforts of faculty. Chapter 9 offers compelling evidence for the 
effectiveness of a program designed to ensure this “rising tide.”

In his book, The Art of Changing the Brain (2002), James Zull offers a 
better understanding of brain functions and how to use these functions to 
promote more flexibility and variation to learning strategies. The book’s 
insights provide the motivation for educators to reevaluate their pedagogical 
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approaches to enhance learning for a greater diversity of students. Ultimately, 
by incorporating a greater degree of relevancy/rigor in intellectual processes, 
educators can inspire and facilitate deeper and more meaningful learning for 
a greater number of students.

It is important to note that although Zull references extensive neurological 
research regarding learning, he still refers to the “art” of changing the brain. 
Once teaching becomes grounded in fundamental principles supported by 
neurology, the continuous adapting and improvising may seem more like 
an art—the beauty of a profession ripe with hundreds of variables related to 
human nature and emotions.

Educators may find it helpful to understand the way the brain works. The 
four-phase learning cycle described by David Kolb in Experiential Learning 
(1984) extended earlier work by John Dewey and Kurt Levin about how we 
acquire information. According to Kolb, this learning cycle is “the process 
whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience.” 
Kolb identifies the four phases of the learning cycle as concrete experiences, 
reflective observations, abstract hypotheses, and active testing.

Kolb suggests that for basic experiences to lead to learning, the brain 
must connect experiences to prior knowledge and past experiences through 
review and reflection activities. In other words, the brain must make new 
experiences relevant to old experiences. This relevancy is how the brain 
determines how new information may be useful, by developing a hypoth-
esis, which then leads to active testing of the hypothesis. As a cyclic pro-
cess, the final phase of testing becomes the start of a new first phase, as 
the observations we make during testing allow for additional experiences 
and enable us to use mistakes as opportunities to improve through further 
adjustments.

This learning cycle simply reflects the steps of logical thinking, and is part 
of the scientific method of observing, forming a hypothesis, experimenting, 
recording data, and formulating conclusions. This learning cycle, as outlined 
by Zull, is how the brain naturally learns. From an educator’s perspective, 
the cyclical—or “process” part—matters. Learning clearly involves much 
more than simple short-term memorization of seemingly irrelevant material 
through the use of only the back cortex. It is a process that seeks to maximize 
engagement of the sensory cortex, back and front integrative cortexes, and the 
motor cortex. When we more extensively and intentionally facilitate the use 
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of all areas of our students’ brains, we create a more meaningful and memo-
rable learning experience.

In the article “Better Teaching Through Brain Biology” (2002), Pierce 
Howard uses Johannes Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press as a com-
pelling analogy. Howard states, “Gutenberg is said to have encountered a 
grape press (Phase 1; concrete experience), then connected it to his memory 
of a coin stamp (Phase 2; reflective observation), with the resulting mental 
construction of a combination of the two (Phase 3; abstract hypothesis), 
which he then built into what we know today as the printing press (Phase 4; 
active testing)—see, connect, construct, test.”

Almost a century ago, Graham Wallas developed a four-phase model of 
creativity in his 1926 book, The Art of Thought. In many ways, Wallas’ 
research provides the groundwork for Kolb’s description of the learning 
cycle. In this book, Wallas identifies the four phases of creativity as prepara-
tion (concrete experience), incubation (reflective observations), inspiration 
(abstract hypothesis), and evaluation (active testing).

The work of Wallas and Kolb, as well as many others, provides a clear 
explanation of the importance of reflection and review in order to move infor-
mation from short-term memorization to working or longer-term memory, 
something that has been verified by recent developments in neuronal map-
ping. However, these steps are too often omitted in the instructional process. 
Too often, students are required to complete these steps outside the confines 
of the classroom, and this often proves an overwhelming task for those lack-
ing the skills or knowledge needed for success.

As educators, we can help students engage in more meaningful learning 
processes. For example, to help direct your own intentional efforts toward 
promoting more relevant student learning, ask yourself what skills your 
students need to enter and be successful in college. Then, ask yourself if 
the majority of your students enroll with these skills in place. Many times, 
especially early in the term, we may find that we grade students on skills they 
have not yet learned, regardless of how common we may think these skills 
should be.

Identifying these skills, and then devoting time very early in the course 
to teaching (not just telling) these skills, provides valuable dividends as the 
course progresses. Encouraging all gateway course instructors to participate 
in this process ensures that students receive the repetition they need for 
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transformative and transferrable learning, something that requires intentional 
institutional support and encouragement for at-scale implementation.

In essence, due to the physical changes in the brain promoted by learning, 
the art of teaching must be the art of changing the brain. Zull calls it “applied 
science of the brain” (p. 4). This phrase, along with educator sayings like, 
“telling is not teaching” and “explain, don’t blame,” serves as reminders that 
although we talk about facts, their meaning depends on students’ individual 
experiences. Many times, and due to Zull’s applied science, the explanation 
part is more effective when students make these discoveries on their own 
through intentionally designed activities that promote active engagement.

Higher education has always been diligent in covering content (concrete 
experience phase, although many times with limited use of diverse sensory 
stimulation) and testing. As has been pointed out, information today is cheap, 
fast, and easily accessible. This means there is a deep need for teachers to 
focus more on the quality of learning than on quantity. With all we now know 
about the brain, we have a valuable opportunity to evaluate and use infor-
mation to help students create new ideas while helping them develop skills 
needed for life success.

WHY DO WE NEED TO CHANGE?

Just a couple of generations ago the skills of communication and critical 
thinking were more readily abundant because we needed them to survive. 
What was not readily abundant? Vast stores of information, something we 
typically obtained through formal education. We know that today this situa-
tion has flipped. Although information is readily abundant, critical thinking 
and communication skills are more of a rare commodity.

Data has shown for decades the need for adjustments in teaching strategies 
to better conform to the changes in society and technology. The rapid accel-
eration of changes has necessitated the need for more aggressive changes 
in pedagogy, as stated by the 2012 report, Reclaiming the American Dream 

(RTAD): “Transformation in instructional strategies” with a directive to “cou-
rageously end ineffective teaching practices” are now required.

In fact, data shows that continued use of ineffective teaching strategies that 
do not support the natural neurological learning cycle could be one of the 
most destructively discriminatory practices today because it inhibits upward 
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economic mobility for those needing it the most. For this reason, the RTAD 
report called for a “dramatic redesign of educational experiences” because 
of “unacceptably low student attainment gaps.” This report even added the 
statement, “To remain open access, virtually everything else must change.”

Like the focus on the science of the brain, this focus on learning may seem 
like a new concept. But the Chronicle of Higher Education (CHE) alluded to 
it over seventy-five years ago, as is referenced in Dan Barrett’s 2015 article 
in CHE:

Big changes in the classroom were on the way, according to an authoritative 

report by the federal government. Experts were realizing that disciplinary exper-

tise and research prowess were no guarantee that a professor could teach. Some 

colleges were devising alternatives to rote learning, helping students integrate 

knowledge from different subjects, or challenging them with courses on con-

temporary problems. Teaching was finally going to matter.

Just as with proven high-impact strategies described in the previous chapter, 
instructors who have redesigned their courses to incorporate strategies sup-
porting the natural neurological functioning of the brain commonly say they 
never knew how much of a difference small changes could make in terms of 
student learning and success. For instance, Kelly Hogan, a biology professor 
at UNC Chapel Hill, gained a newfound understanding of recent advances 
in neurology of learning in response to a call for gateway course redesigns. 
Upon reflecting on her own teaching, Hogan said, “Nothing I’m doing 
here is in line with how learning works” (Supiano, 2018). This realization 
can provide the forcing function to inspire individual and institution-wide  
change.

In the book, Creating Significant Learning Experiences: An Integrated 

Approach to Designing College Courses (2003), L. Dee Fink acknowledged 
that faculty may want more active and engaging learning experiences but 
may not know how to create or integrate them. Fink writes, “Although fac-
ulty members want their students to achieve higher kinds of learning, they 
continue to use a form of teaching that is not effective at promoting such 
learning.”

Knowledge transmission through lectures are generally, as Fink stated, 
“less effective in helping students to retain information after a course 
is finished, developing problem-solving and critical-thinking skills, and 
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developing ability to transfer knowledge to other situations, as well as dimin-
ishing student motivation to continue learning.”

In other words, the passive learning environment used by many instructors 
does little to promote the building of crucial life skills and a motivation for 
lifelong learning. Although there is a place for limited lecture during class-
room time, the majority of the time should be spent actively engaged with the 
content, other students, and the instructor. It is this environment that greatly 
enhances both the communication and critical-thinking skills so necessary in 
life beyond community college.

We already know employers value these core competencies. Just recently, 
Baird, A. and Parayitam, S. (2019) surveyed fifty organizations employing 
over fifty people and identified the top twenty-one skills employers felt were 
most important. All of the top-ranked skills are directly related to just two 
competencies: communication and critical thinking.

Core competencies are enriched and learning of course concepts improved 
when our courses are intentionally designed to promote these skills and val-
ues. If we think of the classroom as our home, then the three pillars of instruc-
tion—engagement, relevancy, support— form the foundation to our home, 
and the five high-impact strategies discussed in the previous chapter make up 
the “dried-in” portion of the new home construction as required by building 
codes (which are, in this metaphor, our course standards).

The remainder of the house is the most visible, and this is the everyday 
learning activities chosen by the instructor. Thinking about the classroom in 
this way can help us visualize a classroom that supports the way the brain 
naturally works, as well as developing core skills transferable to other courses 
and life itself.

Students learn best when they see clear connections between phases of 
progress. Similarly, each phase of progress is more effective when the previ-
ous phase is in place. We can activate this knowledge with the pedagogical 
technique known as scaffolding. To refine our house metaphor: Specific 
active-learning activities are more effective when supported by the five strat-
egies, and these strategies are more effective when they support the three 
pillars of instruction.

Taken together, these efforts toward intentional education support our 
students’ natural neurological functioning (learning). As we consider this, we 
must always keep in mind that maximizing effectiveness requires constant 
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change and adjustments. We must also recognize that change is much easier, 
and details more relevant, when the basic concepts and principles are in place.

Since the fear of change can undermine growth, educators require the 
encouragement and positive, can-do approach of colleagues and their admin-
istration. This can also help educators as they work to overcome the chal-
lenges of finding the balance between quantity and quality, or the amount 
they want to cover versus the amount their students learn and understand, 
while also providing their students more control over their own learning.

Encouragement can help educators make major improvements with these 
challenges, especially because an institutional can-do attitude can help educa-
tors take the first step to try something new. Through increased positive and 
constructive collaborations, educators have an opportunity to provide leadership 
and inspiration for their colleagues to overcome these two biggest challenges.

It becomes more natural to offer encouragement to those yet to reach the 
buy-in phase of change if leaders can relate to their own frustrations when 
they might not have had the level of buy-in or ownership they currently have. 
Many times, when the teacher and/or leader has internalized the “why” to the 
point where they now have buy-in (or especially ownership), they tend to lose 
patience with those who have not yet achieved that level of buy-in.

Just as the teacher must allow students time for reflection in order to obtain 
a deeper learning and growth (change), so must the instructional leader allow 
time for faculty to reflect. By constantly communicating the MVP at every 
opportunity and using every resource at your disposal, to include articles, 
reports, brainstorming sessions, departmental meetings, and so on, meaning-
ful change can occur.

This brings us back to the point that we can only do what we know, but 
when we know better we must do better. In order to know better, institutional 
support should be provided by constantly sharing proven strategies that sup-
port how the brain naturally learns, while also supporting and recognizing 
innovation in the classroom. Providing a high level of training ensures institu-
tions are not evaluating faculty on that which they have never been taught, no 
matter how common the skill or knowledge is assumed to be.

This concept holds just as true for students in our courses, as one of the 
biggest underestimates students and faculty make is in regard to the amount 
of time and repetition required for mastery—which is precisely why educa-
tion requires a team effort where core competencies are taught and applied 



148 Chapter 7

in every course. After all, how limited would learning be if reading was only 
practiced in reading classes, writing only practiced in writing classes, and 
math (quantitative reasoning) only practiced in math classes? The same holds 
true for all core competencies, behaviors, and values.

Back in 2013, teacher Chris Mercogliano wrote, “May we live to see the 
day when our dominant educational model sheds its scaly dragon skin and 
is reborn as a dolphin swimming in an ocean of possibilities” (Life Learning 
Magazine, November/December 2013). I believe his words were prophetic. 
In my work at WCCD and ILA, I have never heard of an instructor who has 
redesigned their course, become familiar with brain-based learning, and com-
mitted to more active, engaging, and relevant class sessions, and has decided 
they would like to go back to the “old way of teaching.” The increases in 
learning are so obvious they provide continuous motivation—for both teach-
ers and students.

THE BRAIN-BASED LEARNING 
CYCLE AND LESSON PLANS

Phase one of the learning cycle is provoked by concrete experiences and 
starts in the sensory cortex of the brain. In this area, we receive input from 
our environment and then process it through our senses. Therefore, activities 
promoting a diversity of sensory stimulation lead to increased learning for a 
more diverse group of students.

Lab activities in the sciences, for example, take advantage of the visual, 
auditory, tactile, and olfactory senses to immerse students in an environment 
which promotes more detailed observations, communication, and critical 
thinking. In fact, these experiences can often help compensate for the limited 
life experiences of many of our students.

It is important to note that educators in any course can (and should) provide 
“lab time” (active learning through reflection, review, assessment) through-
out the class period in order to stimulate usage of maximum parts of the brain. 
The active environment provides concrete experiences that are easier for the 
brain to remember, making it easier to move to phase two of the learning 
cycle. This dovetails with the four parts of a lesson described in chapter 5, 
where active learning is intentionally incorporated after the introduction and 
main lesson body (lecture), and prior to assessment.
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It is important to acknowledge that anything a teacher does can provide 
students with a concrete experience. Although students may not always 
understand what we hoped they would understand from that concrete experi-
ence, every student will learn something because their brain did something 
with that experience. Although teachers can use this information to their 
benefit, it can work against teachers, too. Zull states:

A student in history class may not learn much history but may learn the teacher 

thinks history is interesting; or that teacher dislikes students; or that he is just 

overwhelmed. These give an experience of some sort that his brain processes 

and ultimately acts on in some way—may close the book and look out window; 

or look at phone texts. (p. 20)

This is why, to obtain a higher quality of learning, teachers must intentionally 
enter phase two of the brain-based learning cycle. Phase two activates the 
back integrative cortex through reflective observations. By providing reflec-
tion activities that intentionally require students to reflect on concrete experi-
ences, teachers help students make necessary neuronal connections between 
new learning to old learning.

It is in the back integrative cortex that sensory images from phase one con-
nect to prior experience, or learning in existing neural networks of the brain, 
creating meaning. These connections are crucial: New neuronal growth can-
not occur in mid-air but must be connected to existing neuronal networks (old 
learning). Without these connections, no one can understand or contextualize 
anything.

Of course, prior knowledge means that none of our students begins with 
a clean slate. Prior knowledge, even when incorrect, can be very strong 
and very persistent. It does not disappear with a dismissive comment or 
red mark. Because wrong ideas cannot be banished by simply stating they 
are wrong, teachers must work to present the logic, facts, and evidence 
in a way that allows students time for their brains to make the necessary  
connections.

This is the same work required when we work with colleagues skeptical 
of new strategies. We typically find encouragement—in both colleagues and 
students—when we see someone searching for connections by asking ques-
tions. Questions are often an attempt to clarify and create a more relevant 
connection to old learning.
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In terms of the lesson structure, educators should use the introduction and 
lesson body to start students in the first phase of the learning cycle. This is 
done by introducing those concrete experiences. Phase two of the learning 
cycle, making connections, takes more time. Therefore, this time must be 
intentionally scheduled into part three of the lesson, the reflection portion of 
the lesson, as well as constantly intertwined throughout the lecture.

As Zull states, “Even the quickest learner needs time for reflection. She 
must let her integrative cortex do its thing. If she doesn’t, her ideas and 
memories will be disconnected and shallow. They may be adequate for 
the moment (to pass a test, for example) but still transitory and ultimately 
unfulfilling.” Without connections, memorizing without understanding is the 
only possibility.

The time spent in reflection is where the majority of the transferal of 
knowledge into working or longer-term memory occurs. This is especially the 
case when learning activities maximize the use of senses. Without this part of 
the lesson, information is left in short-term memory where capacity is limited. 
If teachers move on to new material without taking time for reflection and 
review through active engagement, students are forced to stack information 
on top of information they do not know, quickly reaching maximum capacity 
of their short-term memories.

It can be a challenge keeping students engaged and attentive. Using the 
neurological power of humor to reduce anxiety can provide a window of 
opportunity for quality learning. Even if the humor itself is not directly 
related to the subject matter, it can help to make students more receptive 
and attentive to that which is relevant to the course content. Neurologically, 
humor and depression are incompatible and the highest-performing teams 
take advantage of this fact to relieve stress, maintain a more relaxed focus, 
and help make the unbearable more bearable.

I was recently reminded of this when, upon pumping gas at a local gas 
station, I heard someone yell my name. Although I did not immediately rec-
ognize her, she told me her name and proceeded to convey how much she 
enjoyed my class from many years prior. Speaking with excitement about her 
young daughter in the car, she proceeded to talk about how much the class 
discussions of using humor to revitalize focus and stay positive meant to her 
as she recently went through some of the worst times of her life. Although 
the topic of humor was introduced and discussed in one of our weekly quotes, 
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using humor to reduce stress was a daily practice used to overcome the 
stresses of a chemistry class—a good case of leading by example.

The enthusiasm and appreciation in her voice was enough to convey her 
sincerity, as this simple past lesson on humor allowed her to “live a better 
life” in spite of the overwhelming stresses in her life at the time and serves 
as evidence of how basic life skills can become more relevant as one matures 
through life’s challenges.

The value of humor was also evident one day in a particular chemistry 
class that had a classroom mood in need of revitalizing. Although chemical 
demonstrations were always a great plan B for these situations, this particular 
day a video clip from one of the prank television shows was shown. Three 
minutes later the laughter allowed for a much-needed mental break before 
solving another word problem.

The art instructor, and my golf buddy at the time, told me at lunch that he 
was walking past my classroom and was wondering what the video had to 
do with chemistry. Although it may not have had much to do with the topic 
of chemistry, it had everything to do with preparing students to learn more 
chemistry—as well as a reminder to relish in the small mental breaks that life 
can provide when we don’t take ourselves too serious. This simple method 
of chunking lessons with humor can help sustain longer and more strenuous 
mental activity.

Phase three of the learning cycle ignites the front integrative cortex through 
plans of action and abstract hypothesizing. Phase three is the transformational 
part of the cycle, during which a learner can create something new from pres-
ent and past knowledge. The front integrative cortex is, as the name suggests, 
the area of the brain that integrates information to make decisions, develop 
strategies, and solve problems. We should note that this is not only necessary 
for students, but it is crucial to our continued growth as professional educa-
tors. During this phase, learners evaluate the connections made in phase two 
for relevancy in creation, explanation, or improvement.

We can help the students enter phase three during our interventions with 
students. For instance, we can help students commit to a new plan of action. 
This is necessary because their current approach is a sure way for them to 
continue getting the same substandard results. It is also necessary because a 
new plan of action helps brains continue to learn. This is another reason there 
should be continued emphasis that students must put their commitment on 
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paper to solidify their commitment to change and increase the odds of change. 
As in all other phases, encouragement is very important for this phase. For 
many students (and all learners), the fear of failure can stop the learning cycle 
from doing its work.

Although the power of putting commitments and plans on paper has been 
stated in previous chapters and is well-known in the business world, let us look at 
what the data shows. A psychology professor at Dominican University in Califor-
nia, Dr. Gail Matthews, recently studied the science and art of goal-setting with 
267 participants from all over the world. She found that you are 42 percent more 
likely to achieve your goals just by writing them down. However, it has been 
reported that less than 20 percent of people describe their goals in written form.

Since the human brain can process visuals 60,000 times faster than having 
to imagine things, writing down goals allows us to visually see them, which 
in turn affects how we act. Essentially, we are more likely to be productive if 
we can visualize what we need to do, instead of just thinking about it.

Phase four of the learning cycle consists of active testing, which occurs 
through the motor cortex, an area of the brain responsible for movement, 
speech, writing, and other similar actions. The fourth part to a lesson supports 
this phase of the learning cycle by providing assessments. In active testing, 
we practice applying our new knowledge, and we learn to recognize previ-
ously undetected misconceptions.

This is where the value of frequent assessments is realized as both student 
and teacher can identify and correct misconceptions before more summative, 
high-stakes assessments. Such testing may even lead a learner to have more 
concrete experiences (observations), which then begins another cycle. To 
facilitate this part of the learning cycle, teachers can and should incorporate 
more frequent (daily) low-stakes assessments into classroom activities to 
quickly correct misconceptions and facilitate sounder connections between 
new information and old information through established neural networks.

Ultimately, a balanced use of all parts of the brain is essential for deep and 
meaningful learning, and this is why students need to both receive knowledge 
and use knowledge. The traditional knowledge transmission approach favors 
the back cortex and results in more information than can be used (drowning 
in information) because such information typically comes too fast for learners 
to integrate and comprehend (starving for knowle. Although they may end up 
with information, it does not produce knowledge because not enough time 
was spent on reflection.
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THE FOUR PARTS TO A LESSON

This review of the four phases of learning as they relate to brain processes 
allows us to better understand the value of the four basic lesson parts intro-
duced in chapter 4: the introduction, the body, reflection, and assessment. 
These lesson parts are constructed by the teacher and should be designed 
to support the four phases of the learning cycle. The introduction prepares 
the brain for learning through questions that provoke curiosity. This com-
municates and supports relevancy, which then allows for a more effective 
lesson body. The lesson body should consist of concrete experiences, as 
well as reflections and observations through which students can accumulate 
additional observations. Images can be an effective addition to these first two 
parts of a lesson.

The reflection part of the lesson explicitly facilitates connections between 
new information in the lesson body and old learning through activities that 
promote active engagement. It is imperative that teachers make time for this 
part of the lesson so students are able to make meaning and integrate the 
information they have received. Although all parts of the lesson are impor-
tant, reflection is most crucial to deeper, more meaningful learning. It is dur-
ing the reflective part of the lesson that reflective observations and abstract 
hypotheses can be made. Ending the lesson with an assessment activity 
allows teachers to immediately correct misconceptions, which is crucial to 
improving student learning and success. A variety of assessment strategies 
allows for a more accurate determination of overall learning, as well.

As Pierce Howard (2002) stated in his article:

The teacher can assume that students share certain common experiences that 

can be used as a foundation when presenting new information. If the students 

do not share a necessary experience, then the teacher needs to provide it. When 

a teacher simply assumes that all students can relate to a new concept or experi-

ence, he takes the risk that some will be unable to learn the new material deeply. 

If all they do is Phase 1 and Phase 4 of the learning process, they are just taking 

notes and taking tests—short-term success, long-term failure. This is myopic 

teaching.

Howard’s words illustrate how teachers can be powerful student allies. 
By creating common experiences, teachers create the relevance that helps 
students become lifelong learners. The more emotionally stimulating these 
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experiences, the easier it is to foster relevancy, which drives the intellectual 
rigor of deeper thinking. Relevancy is the glue that connects old learning 
to new learning—and that supports the bridge to further learning. We must 
continually remind ourselves that if the information covered cannot be made 
relevant, then the information covered is not relevant. If that is the case, we 
must ask ourselves why we are taking the trouble to cover it.

The following is a summary of key concepts in this chapter:

•	 The neurology of learning provides the “why” behind the effectiveness of 
the five high-impact strategies.

•	 Many times, especially early in the term, we may find that we grade stu-
dents on skills they have not yet learned, regardless of how common we 
may think these skills should be.

•	 By removing the word “fault” from our vocabulary, the focus is on our 
responsibility to teach the students we have and not the ones we wish we 
had.

•	 Data shows that continued use of ineffective teaching strategies that do not 
support the natural neurological learning cycle could be one of the most 
destructively discriminatory practices today since it inhibits upward eco-
nomic mobility for those needing it the most.

•	 Although learning is increased for all students in a more actively engaged 
environment, it is the students who need education the most that benefit the 
most from maximum engagement, relevancy, and supportive relationships.

•	 Activities promoting a diversity of sensory stimulation lead to increased 
learning for a more diverse group of students.

•	 No one can understand anything if it is not connected in some way to what 
they already know (prior learning).

•	 The time spent in reflection is where the majority of the transferal of knowl-
edge into working or longer-term memory occurs.

•	 A balanced use of all parts of the brain is essential for deep and meaning-
ful learning, hence the need to balance receiving knowledge and using 
knowledge.

•	 Using a variety of assessment strategies allows for a more accurate deter-
mination of overall learning, as well.
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The first step is the first step for a reason, but it can be hard to take, even if 
we know “you can’t steal second with your foot on first.” Sometimes, how-
ever, the first step provides the confidence and motivation to continue with 
the second step, which then builds momentum to proceed to completion. This 
is something faculty find much easier to teach to students when faculty have 
already practiced it. Because it requires courage to take the first step in an 
environment of uncertainty, this behavior is often referred to by leaders as 
“using initiative.”

WHERE TO START?

There are many variables which can affect the ability to use initiative, which 
is one reason for the saying, “Never, ever ask permission to lead—you will 
know when it is time!” Although courage is crucial in taking the first step, 
so is an understanding that problems will not solve themselves and require 
leaders to make things happen with intentional efforts and not wait for things 
to happen. As mentioned previously, when mistakes do occur—acknowl-
edge them and then take ownership by making the adjustments needed for 
improvement.

When this positive and proactive behavior is modeled, a greater degree 
of purpose and passion are promoted throughout the organization, creat-
ing an environment conducive for building leadership throughout the team. 

Chapter 8

Problem-Solving Using Data
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Sometimes motivation for these efforts can be found in the saying, “If it 
is important enough to you, you will find a way. If not, you will find an  
excuse.”

It is this aggressive approach to problem-solving that is one of the leader’s 
greatest assets. This aggression is not an anger or aggression toward your 
students or colleagues, but a proactive and positive approach to problems 
by addressing the performance or behavior and not the person. The dichot-
omy?—not so aggressive that you overlook key observations that a pause 
could have produced.

When purpose and passion exceed internal fears, it becomes more natural 
to move beyond self-perceived limitations and into the realm of profound 
growth that occurs outside our comfort zones. However, when personal com-
fort and fears take precedence over purpose, it can be difficult for faculty and 
for students to muster up the courage to take that first step—hence, the power 
of encouragement! It is crucial we work to help each other and our students 
identify the first step and then encourage them to take it because otherwise 
overwhelm can take over. This process is also a reminder of the MLK quote, 
“You don’t have to see the whole staircase, just take the first step.”

My grandson’s thirteenth birthday challenge serves as a reminder of the 
power of chunking into smaller steps, as well as the power of consistency. 
Since he was becoming more active in sports, he was challenged to do 10,000 
pushups over the course of the next year for $100 if he documented and 
completed the challenge. With a less than enthusiastic reply, he proceeded to 
inform me that this was an “impossible” task and for “just $100.” Reminding 
him that he was “just thirteen years old,” I followed with, “Is it really impos-
sible, or are you not able to mathematically break down the impossible in 
order to make it possible?” Knowing how much he enjoyed a mathematical 
challenge, this question stirred his curiosity.

Now is the time to interject chunking with the question, “Can you do ten 
pushups?” His reply was, “Anyone can do ten pushups. I can do twenty for 
you right now.” I told him he did not need to show me, I just wanted to know 
if ten was “easy”—which he emphatically confirmed. “So you could do ten 
when you get up in the morning and ten when you get home from school, then 
end the day with ten pushups before you go to bed?” After he replied with, 
“Of course,” he was reminded that would be 30 pushups a day and there are 
365 days in a year.
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When it comes to larger problems, we naturally tend to get caught up in the 
details, and our focus spreads to multiple steps, all of which seem necessary 
to complete right now. We might become paralyzed by a sense of impossible 
immediacy. This is the reason it should be constantly reiterated to students 
that a problem should never be more difficult than one step—as this is all we 
should focus on at one time. To extend the MLK quote mentioned earlier, 
after taking that first step on the staircase you simply need to see the next 
step, and then the next.

The effectiveness and efficiency of to-do lists serve as evidence of the 
benefits of this problem-solving process, turning overwhelming problems 
into small, more doable steps. After doing the mental math, his eyes widened 
as he said, “That’s over 10,000 pushups a year!” What an empowered feeling 
to realize an “impossible” problem can be immediately perceived as “easy” 
when applying chunking—which is the reason for this strategy.

Since the task has now been perceived as easy, it is time to obtain a com-
mitment. I then followed with, “Since you have now determined how easy it 
is, are you willing to commit to doing 10,000 pushups over the next year for 
$100 or not?” Without hesitation he replied that he would be willing to take 
on this challenge, to which I replied, “Good, because if you don’t complete 
the challenge you owe me $100.” After informing me that I was changing the 
rules, he was reminded that he was asked if he was willing to “commit”—a 
willingness to do whatever it takes—and that this should not be a problem 
since he just confirmed how “easy” it would be using the system of just thirty 
pushups a day. The only rule was that his progress must be documented.

This documentation of results is the same approach used when implement-
ing strategies in the classroom, as the data will provide the motivation for 
continued progress and future improvements. I must admit how impressed I 
was when his calendar showed “30” written on each day of the week. How-
ever, I thought he might be slipping when I noticed a “0” on Saturday and 
Sunday, until I saw a “60” written for Monday and another “60” for Tuesday. 
This is a potent lesson that we had not discussed in our prior conversations.

To reference an old quote from sports that also applies to life—“You do 
not need to have the lead if you have the heart to come from behind.” His 
deficiencies on the weekend were compensated for by doubling up on the 
next two days. As in life, our success is determined by how well we can 
compensate for deficiencies, mistakes, or poor past decisions.
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During my busy road schedule over the next several months I made the 
mistake of not maintaining oversight and support. The next time I checked 
his calendar, I noticed several weeks of no documentation. His initial enthu-
siasm had diminished in my absence and was a strong reminder of the need to 
maintain oversight and support long enough for habit and self-motivation to 
dominate. As mentioned earlier—we must sometimes want it more than them 
until they can get to a point where they realize they want it also.

We were discussing this story with my dad, who was 82 years old at 
the time, and he quickly calculated that he was doing over 9,000 pushups 
a year and informed us that he was adding two more each day so he could 
surpass the 10,000 goal. Using this as additional motivation, my grandson 
and I agreed to restart our commitment. The only difference was that I would 
be doing them with him. Many teachers use an approach similar to this by 
assigning “accountability partners” in their classes to provide mutual support 
to each other.

Although I was working over 100 miles from home at the time, this 
approach realized immediate improvement as I would text him on my way 
to work and inform him that I had completed my 30, finishing with—“What 
about you?” After several minutes of delay, he would respond with, “I have 
now!” My grandson quickly flipped the script on me as he would text me 
early in the morning to let me know he had completed his 30, ending with, 
“What about you?”

Working together, teamwork made the dream work as we were able to fin-
ish our 10,000 before the end of the year. The weekly communication with 
my dad also provided additional motivation for my grandson—and me! Just 
as it was with my grandson, establishing early connections with students 
allows teachers to harness their influence and establish a learning environ-
ment conducive to self-motivation. In this environment, coaching and train-
ing takes precedence over telling.

To summarize, solving seemingly overwhelming problems starts with 
chunking the process into small enough steps to be perceived as “easy.” The 
second step is to obtain a commitment, preferably in writing, as data is then 
used to monitor progress and provide continuous motivation. This motivation 
is further enhanced when the commitment is mutual among colleagues and/
or departments. However, do not underestimate the power of continuous col-
laboration and sharing of data.
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Turning seemingly “impossible” problems or tasks into smaller, more 
doable steps (chunking) applies to any situation where there is a feeling of 
overwhelm. The smaller steps help minimize distractions and facilitate taking 
initial action, both of which lead to increased chances of success—especially 
when combined with frequent collaboration with team members and celebra-

tions of progress.
The benefits of taking initial action and minimizing distractions are evident 

in everyday life. Years ago, I was impressed with the ability of my five-year-
old daughter to complete jigsaw puzzles that seemed well above her skill 
level. One day I dumped a jigsaw puzzle on the floor for her to complete and 
then left the room. Standing behind a door I watched as she meticulously 
sorted out all the pieces with a straight edge. Then, she took out the four 
with a corner. She proceeded to move all the other miscellaneous pieces to 
the side and out of the way. Using the image on the box as a guide, she was 
able to construct the entire perimeter of the puzzle before sifting through the 
remaining internal pieces.

Her work on this puzzle illustrates how to avoid the overwhelming-
ness associated with the big picture. This is especially necessary in 
education, where so many variables and options affect not just the stu-
dents, but the staff, the faculty, and even the institution. We can begin to 
effectively problem-solve by identifying internal pieces as distractions 
and moving them to the side. Then, we can focus our attention on the 
first step: simply identifying the corners of the puzzle. Once the corners 
(basics) are situated, we can begin to look at the limited number of 
pieces that connect to the corners, making up the remainder of the puz-
zle’s perimeter. Only with this foundation in place, can we efficiently 
handle the details.

When purpose and passion exceed internal fears, it becomes more 
natural to move beyond self-perceived limitations and into that realm 
of profound growth, which occurs outside our comfort zones.

So it is with problems we encounter in life. In the first chapter, it was 
pointed out that for community college students, focusing on the details 
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without a clear understanding of the foundational basics quickly leads to 
frustration and overwhelm. The same holds true for us: By putting energy into 
just the first, foundational step, we are better situated to figure out the rest. Of 
course, my daughter’s work on the puzzle also offers an excellent metaphor 
for internal motivation rooted in progress: With each successful piece we put 
into place, we see our progress, and this provides the motivation we need to 
find the next piece.

This motivation can be deterred if too much emphasis is placed on the final 
goal, answer, or solution. Just as with the puzzle, the final result will become 
clearer the closer we get to the end. By creating smaller steps there are more 
frequent accomplishments which re-energize continued effort. We do not 
need to know the final answer, only the next step, and then the next, and so 
on. The small successes of each step provide the confidence and motivation 
to continue. Where the pessimist may complain about how far they are from 
the goal or answer, the optimist is celebrating attainment of each step—the 
proof they are making progress!

One of the best examples of this is from a scene in the movie, Facing the 

Giants, where the coach challenges a high-school football player (Brock) to 
crawl the entire football field—with a player on his back! To help the player 
focus on one step at a time and not necessarily the final goal of crossing into 
the end zone, the coach blindfolded the player. If you have seen this movie, 
you probably would have noticed that encouragement was not provided at the 
end of task as that was time for celebration. The encouragement was provided 
continuously along every step of the 100 yards. It was not until the blindfold 
was removed that the player realized his attainment of the goal. He was too 
focused on each step of progress to be deterred by a final goal that seemed 
too far out of his reach.

To expound on this movie scene, the coach tells Brock that he is the most 
influential player on the team and that if he walks around defeated, so will 
the rest of team. It is that moment that the rusty nut becomes loose from the 
bolt! Brock commits to taking a leadership role and lead by example and 
the rest is movie history. As the teacher you are the leader in the classroom, 
although we relish in those moments where a student takes the leadership 
role and inspires their classmates, and sometimes us. If educators allow the 
challenges and distractions of today to defeat them mentally, so will the rest 
of the class—especially the most at-risk students.
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At WCCD, an example of the power of taking the first step was reiterated 
shortly after beginning our I-CAN instructional initiative. By this time, the 
power of helping students feel connected was evident. As dean, I wanted stu-
dents to feel this connection from administration as well as faculty. My plan 
of action to solve a long-standing problem of disconnection focused on the 
courses where the majority of students registered—those top ten enrollment 
courses. Having already committed to meeting with every orientation sec-
tion, it seemed like a natural addition to also meet with these top enrollment 
course sections.

Upon notifying my secretary of my intentions and requesting a schedule 
that would allow a visit to all sections, she informed me that there were 117 
different sections spread over day, night, weekend, and satellite campuses. 
This was a daunting task, but the purpose of these visits seemed too impactful 
to avoid. Scheduling about eight of these five-minute motivational meetings 
each day allowed me to visit all sections within four weeks—once again, the 
power of chunking in action. The overwhelming student response to these 
initial visits over the first two days, as well as the personal inspiration I gained 
from them, was enough to continue with the commitment and was a stark 
reminder that to experience the rainbows we must be willing to put up with a 
little rain (and sometimes a few storms)!

As part of a follow-up reflection activity to these visits, instructors required 
students to write down and discuss the parts of my talk they found most 
beneficial. Not only did this activity provide professional development for 
the instructors, as they were provided valuable information from students on 
what they found most relevant, it also gave me insights that reinforced the 
need to provide students with more discussion about successful life behaviors 
and habits. However, it was the inspirational and personal stories of persis-
tence and resilience that were shared which seemed to resonate with students 
the most. As research has shown, students indicate a desire to be taught 
these crucial, but often overlooked, aspects of becoming more resilient and 
purpose-driven in their quest for success.

Because of its importance to student learning, faculty should do whatever 
it takes to generate the courage required to take the first step in implementing 
more effective instructional and support strategies. Pairing with a colleague 
to simultaneously implement a new strategy can provide the support needed 
to get that “rusty nut loose from the bolt.” Meeting to reflect on these newly 



162 Chapter 8

implemented activities and share results can create the motivation for contin-
ued innovation.

A newly hired instructor could also provide leadership by prompting col-
laboration among department members to share their highest-impact strate-
gies, techniques, or activities. Once collaborations begin, departments must 
continue them on a regular basis in order to practice effective critical thinking 
and problem-solving that builds a culture of inquiry focused on maximizing 
learning—for both students and faculty.

For those teacher-leaders who may have already loosened the nut from 
the bolt, providing encouragement for those yet to do so is a wonderful way 
to interject leadership—just as my grandson did by taking the first step and 
jumping off the cliff and into the water. Your purpose as a teacher-leader can 
override others’ fears. But you can also override your own. If your fear is 
strong, consider that implementing more effective instructional and support 
strategies proven to close achievement gaps might not be as painful if the 
student impacted is your own child, a child that might be subjected to a life 
of poverty and neglect if they do not obtain a postsecondary credential and 
skills more conducive for success in the workplace.

CULTURE OF EVIDENCE

The process of integrating instructional leadership involves addressing issues 
with faculty, the very members who have the greatest impact on student 
learning, success, retention, completion, and enrollment. It will be necessary 
for teacher-leaders and administration to encourage a cultural transformation 
that abhors socioeconomic achievement gaps. This becomes possible once 
we know where we are and where we are going, so providing current perfor-
mance data for the entire institution and combining this with standards and/
or goals based on this data is a great start.

At the same time, we cannot underestimate the power of the “why”—
everything we do, and everything we change, must be all about learning. Just 
as with problem-solving any subject, and in life itself, we must identify where 
we are and where we want to be in quantitative terms. Rather than taking on 
the responsibility of convincing more reluctant faculty to implement more 
effective strategies through dialogue, we can let the data and the logic do the 
motivating.
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By using data to define our parameters, we commit to a culture of evidence, 
making decisions based on data as opposed to feelings and emotions. In other 
words, we would rather act critically and logically than react emotionally. 
This can be important: Even though we may sometimes “feel” our strate-
gies are effective, the data may show otherwise. The real question regarding 
effectiveness is whether there are more effective strategies for learning with 
a diverse group of students—and this is the question we must ask ourselves 
to ensure constant improvement.

Indeed, one of the most common results from initiatives such as I-CAN and 
the ILA, in which the focus is on complete course redesigns and more active, 
engaging, and relevant instruction, is that W/D/F rates are cut in half. This 
leads us to the prerequisite step absolutely essential to maximizing participa-
tion and development of faculty: accountability for data/results. This means 
accountability for evidence of constant improvements based on data—the 
primary requirement of all accrediting agencies.

Faculty action plans should therefore be created in response to reflections 
on performance data for their classes. The plans should also provide docu-
mented evidence of faculty’s willingness to constantly improve. By integrat-
ing the evidence into the plan, a sense of positive restlessness eventually 
becomes part of the culture of accountability—accountability to ourselves, 
our students, our community’s taxpayers, and our institution.

Each term or year, the loop is closed on accountability as faculty provide 
evidence of their implementation and the results experienced. Their reflec-
tion on their new data and experiences allows them to develop a new plan of 
action for the upcoming term or year, thereby completing the learning cycle 
and starting a new cycle based on results.

Institutions often express concern that despite abundant and amazing pro-
fessional development activities, there is little improvement in student perfor-
mance outcomes. More often than not, the lack of success is a consequence 
of skipping the critical step of implementing a system of accountability for 
data/results. This accountability can be as subtle as having each instructional 
department share their newly implemented successful strategies, as well as 
evidences of increased learning and engagement.

In our ILA, each month provides additional professional development on a 
topic. To ensure something is actually developed from these monthly activi-
ties, faculty share new strategies they implemented since the prior month’s 
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session that enhanced learning. As a participating faculty member, your 
accountability in this case is to the cohort/team and is a chance for you to 
interject your leadership by inspiring your colleagues with the results of your 
efforts. After all, gaining insights into successful approaches from twenty or 
more of my colleagues without providing at least one of my own success-
ful strategies in turn would not be upholding my responsibilities as an ILA 
teammate.

Determining where each faculty member is in terms of student engagement 
and success involves displaying course success data in a way that clearly 
identifies both stronger and weaker areas. Although a departmental average 
success rate may not be “any worse than anyone else in the state,” expanding 
this data down to the individual instructors may show an unacceptable level 
of variance. Socioeconomic achievement gaps tend to be much smaller in 
courses employing more active learning strategies and much larger in courses 
that do not. Instructor and section variance contribute to these gaps.

Converting problem-solving from an experience in which faculty assume 
a defensive posture into a more offensive, proactive posture is much easier 
if a leader understands the denial stage of change. Blame and excuses often 
make up the defensiveness and require an abundance of logic and data, along 
with encouragement and a reminder to Q-TIP, to move into the more produc-
tive stages. For teacher-leaders, this is a reminder of their responsibility to 
convert negatives into positives, crises into opportunities, and complacency 
into action. Sometimes all it takes is asking the right questions to generate 
reflection—after all, great teacher-leaders ask great questions!

In one of our first division director meetings at WCCD after implementing 
I-CAN, data—with a keen emphasis on the top ten enrollment courses—was 
shared with all divisions. At least one of these courses was taught in each of 
our general academic divisions. Upon discussion of our lowest success rate 
course in this group (math), many offered an emotionally reactive response 
of, “Well, our success rates are no worse than anyone else in the state.”

Although this statement may or may not have been true, we all agreed it 
would not help the image of the college to advertise this on our marquee in 
front of campus. It was (and is) not as much about what we are doing wrong 
as it is about what we can do to improve. But because we cannot do better 
until we know better, analyzing course success data for the first time provides 
a start to “knowing better.”
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Providing more detailed analysis of achievement gap data can also serve as 
motivation for change. Although this data can be broken down by race, our 
data at WCCD resembled national data which showed that the largest gaps 
were the socioeconomic gaps—low- versus higher-income students. Kelly 
Hogan, hired as a teaching-oriented professor at the University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill to improve undergraduate education, was receiving 
wonderful success and satisfaction ratings from students. However, when a 
colleague shared performance data broken down by race and gender in an 
introductory biology course, a different story came out. About one in fourteen 
white students earned a D or F. For Latina students it was about one in seven, 
and blacks, one in three (Supiano, May 2018).

This example shows that high course success rates do not necessarily mean 
there is not a problem. While low success rates definitely indicate a problem, 
so, too, do wide variations based on instructor, section, format, and other 
variables. For example, since student achievement gaps can arise from large 
instructor variances, it is important to standardize basic strategies for each 
course.

When WCCD analyzed a history course with three different instructors, 
all three courses required five major tests, although each had vastly different 
points assigned to different forms of other assessments. Thus, despite using 
the exact same score on the five tests, a student could have earned a B, C, or 
D depending on which instructor they had. Situations like this turn registra-
tion into a roulette wheel where chances of success depend more on which 
instructor’s class the student happens to register for.

This same scenario of success variance occurs in many cases where it also 
depends on when the student takes the course, whether at night or during the 
day, with full-time or adjunct instructor, with first-year or seasoned teacher, 
and especially whether the teacher uses ineffective passive, teacher-centered 
strategies or effective active, learning-centered strategies that promote a 
higher quality learning experience.

In addition, overall averages can sometimes hide more relevant data that 
would allow us to develop action plans more intentionally focused on imple-
menting strategies proven to close achievement gaps. The action plans we 
create in response to this kind of data serve as evidence of our commitment to 
constant improvement, although it must be noted that initial action plans tend 
to be more defensive in language as it takes time to be reminded to Q-TIP it.
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To avoid emotional responses, educators need to take time to reflect after 
analyzing course success data or course evaluation results and then follow up 
with a second analysis in which they respond with a proactive plan to improve 
learning and positive perceptions. Action plans developed through depart-
mental collaborations can provide a more equitable degree of standardization.

Advisors are often asked to recommend an instructor. When this hap-
pens, the ideal reply is that it just comes down to different personalities and 
approaches, and not that basic resources supporting learning may be excluded 
in a given section. A culture of evidence, which allows for a more detailed 
analysis of data, leads to a more intentional plan of action for providing a 
more equitable learning environment. It comes back to relating the question 
to our own hypothetical child. Would we recommend an instructor at our 
own institution for our son or daughter? Without evidence of instructional 
standardization in a department, division, or college, where is evidence of 
instructional effectiveness?

USING DATA EFFECTIVELY

Problems can be solved and a culture of evidence created through transpar-
ency by listing all individual instructor W/D/F rates in order of high to low 
(showing names only to the instructor receiving the data). This allows for a 
more accurate and comparative definition of effectiveness, while serving as a 
powerful motivator for collaboration and innovation. As with any crisis, the 
cream often rises to the top.

When challenged, teacher-leaders frequently take courageous steps to 
create a learning environment more beneficial to meeting the challenges of 
higher education this century. This is much easier to do when the evidence is 
transparently rooted in data. Many times, teacher-leaders able to productively 
respond to data are further along the phases of change—they understand the 
need for change, even if they may not feel they have the freedom or support 
they need to make the necessary changes.

The goal for the institution and/or departments is to create valuable and 
specific data and to make it available in an easily readable form on a regular 
basis to more easily promote faculty action. Identifying benchmarks and 
baselines, as well as standards and goals, is an integral part of the data analy-
sis process. Departmental, divisional, college, state, and national averages all 
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provide insight into what the next level of performance may look like. Just as 
teacher-leaders do in class, the institution and its administration must encour-
age, recognize, and appreciate all efforts in the right direction since the focus 
is on constant improvement and not on the final goal. This goes for faculty 
colleagues, as well.

Results from the use of new strategies should be shared and celebrated so 
they can be a fuse igniting further innovation and inspiring some of the more 
reluctant faculty to take the first step and loosen the rusty nut from the bolt. 
This was done shortly after beginning our I-CAN initiative at WCCD through 
the idea of a “Faculty Spotlight” shared by another dean at the college. Each 
week a faculty member from a different division was “spotlighted” to high-
light successful strategies.

These “spotlights” required a summary response from the faculty member 
about the strategies they use to “inspire and facilitate learning with their 
diverse group of students.” The summary was followed by a statement from 
their division director about why the faculty member was valuable to the 
division and to students. The associate dean and the dean of instruction also 
added a statement. The spotlighted faculty member was presented with a Cer-
tificate of Appreciation in front of their class and had their photo taken with 
their dean or associate dean.

Summaries and photos were featured on a one-page newsletter emailed 
institution-wide. Although these were sent weekly in the beginning to build 
momentum (and CC the MVP!), they were later moved to a monthly email. 
Not only did this recognize and support successful and innovative strategies, 
it also provided a wonderfully encouraging and consistent form of profes-
sional development. Faculty were able to see the many consistencies among 
these most effective instructors, as well as gain ideas for new strategies in 
their own classes.

The spotlight also helped to initiate a departure from departmental siloes, 
as faculty began to see the value of strategies that could be used effectively 
across all departments and divisions. This institutional recognition or award 
has also been termed a “risk-taker” or “innovation” award to convey the 
appreciation for moving out of one’s comfort zone in an attempt to expand 
learning.

In addition to the qualitative aspects of the spotlight, we used quantitative 
student success data to clearly identify current levels of performances. This 
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made it much easier to then set quantitative standards and goals (expecta-
tions). This process—identifying the level at which we currently operate, 
and then setting appropriate, reachable expectations—is the same process we 
use in the classroom. Using this process to identify standards reinforces an 
institutional commitment to a culture of evidence. Making data-driven and 
informed decisions, and using strategies like faculty spotlight, gives faculty 
the encouragement and insights they need to continue to innovate.

When the institution or department provides this quantitative information 
on a graph after each term or academic year, it tends to have a much more 
visible impact and stimulates a stronger desire and motivation to improve. 
The intent of such a graph is to obtain maximum visual impact so as to obtain 
maximum incentive from faculty to seek more effective instructional and sup-
port strategies—to get more rusty nuts loose from the bolt. In other words, 
let the data do the talking. For example, to further expand this graphical and 
visual impact, differences should be maximized by eliminating unused or 
redundant areas of the graph. This means if the range of success rates is from 
40 to 80 percent, then the graph should start at 30 to 35 percent and end at 
80 percent.

An example of the impact data can have on decision-making comes from 
an institution much like many others in the country, where instructor vari-
ance in success rates is vast. Prior to beginning our ILA and in an attempt to 
provide data to inspire action, course success data from all top-nine enroll-
ment courses in the state was analyzed to identify variances and the impact 
of variance on students.

This analysis of course success data showed an art appreciation course 
(one of the highest enrollment first-year courses) at one institution had one 
full-time instructor with a 57 percent success rate (43 percent W/D/F rate), 
and another instructor for this course at the same institution had a 72 percent 
success rate (28 percent W/D/F rate). In this case, the first instructor had over 
40 students each year who were not successful in their course (translating to 
400/decade or 1,200 over a typical teaching career). These students, statisti-
cally speaking, would have been successful in the second instructor’s course.

Given national statistics showing the chances of completion are cut in half 
upon withdrawal or failure, and then cut in half again upon the second with-
drawal or failure, negative impacts are substantially amplified. On the other 
hand, each student who successfully completes a course due to the use of 
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more effective learning strategies (who, statistically speaking, would not have 
successfully completed it previously) would have their chance of completion 
doubled!

It can be an empowering moment when we realize that every additional 
student who is successful in a course in which they would not have been 
successful prior to the implementation of more effective learning strategies is 
from the most at-risk group. In other words, each of these students benefit the 
most from the confidence they develop as they realize they are not incapable 
of learning.

Now, back to that art appreciation course. If this one course at this one 
institution had achieved the state average success rate for this course, over 
200 more students would have successfully completed the course each year 
(2000/decade). We can expand the effects of this success to the immediate 
family and see that successfully finishing a first-term gateway course and 
increasing a student’s chance for completion makes a difference in the stu-
dent’s life and in the life of their family.

We can expand the effects further to see the impact of successful comple-
tion on the community: the total cost to the taxpayer for those students to 
retake the art appreciation course is in excess of $100,000. In summary, wide 
instructional effectiveness gaps such as this are costly for the student, the 
institution, and the taxpayers and are all too common for many other courses 
across the country. Solving this problem requires adherence to a culture 
of inquiry and evidence by using data—data that can sometimes be more 
compelling when using the number of students affected as opposed to just 
percentages.

Whether the motivation for the institution is increasing student success or 
increasing revenue, this data helps clearly define the value of adopting more 
effective instructional and support strategies, as course success rates are the 
most important leading indicator for retention and completion (other than 
individual assessments in class). In addition to identifying problem areas and 
providing incentive to improve, data can also be used to celebrate accom-
plishments and market successes.

As one of the most educationally researched countries on the planet, it 
is not a matter of knowing what strategies are most effective in facilitating 
learning and solving problems of inequity in education, but in implementing 
these strategies at-scale. Once implemented holistically and at-scale, these 
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data-driven strategies are guaranteed to increase student learning, course 
success, retention, and completion. Required high-impact strategies used in 
response to issues, obstacles, and problems associated with student learning 
form the guardrails for our uphill and wavering climb to effective learning.

Monitoring improvements from baseline data can be a powerful motiva-
tor for building the positive and persistent resilience needed to overcome the 
challenges in higher education, as well as using this data to inspire action 
in other faculty and institutions. This is why the ACCS incorporates active 
classroom research components into its state faculty development program 
(ILA). Faculty approach each of their proposed changes as a research project, 
allowing for adherence to data that answers the question, “How do you know 
it improved learning?” This research component will be used to establish a 
cultural commitment to constant improvement in those instructional and sup-
port strategies so vital to student success, as well as providing the data and 
evidence needed to inspire others to action.

Although collecting baseline data, implementing chosen strategies, 
and obtaining the results from this implementation can show the impact 
on student learning, it is the synergy effects of implementing multiple 
high-impact strategies that can produce the most profound and signifi-
cant increases in student learning. This increase in learning is what helps 
students realize their efforts can control their success, thereby effectively 
solving one of the biggest problems hindering success for our most at-risk 
students—their feelings of inadequacy. Students who once believed things 
happen to them now believe they can make things happen—an empow-
ering realization that will help them live a better life and make a better 
living!

The advantage of using data to improve critical thinking and problem-
solving skills with faculty is that they then become much more effective 
at teaching these essential skills to students!

In summary, for problems to be solved at the lowest level possible, it is 
imperative leaders model effective problem solving. Team meetings (depart-
ment, division, college, etc.) are a great place for this modeling/training 
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to occur. By following the basic guidelines below, leaders become more 
proficient problem-solvers in their quest to build additional problem-solvers 
throughout the team.

These meetings are also the time to ask the right questions to the team and 
allow time for silence and thought—you are not the answer key! Recognize 
the positive aspects of suggestions and provide follow-up questions to more 
deeply engage team members in the logical thought process. You are not 
there to solve problems for them but to inspire them to make better observa-
tions and formulate better educated guesses (hypothesis) in order to have the 
greatest chance of success when it comes time for action (experiment).

You are challenged to implement the following steps in your next depart-
mental meeting by identifying the number one problem impeding student 
learning and then following with the question regarding the top three things 
that can be done to improve the issue.

•	 Identify the problem, issue, or mistake—What do you think is the problem 

or issue?
•	 Take ownership by identifying possible solutions—What can you/we do to 

improve?
•	 Identify resources needed for implementation—What do you/we need to 

accomplish the goal?
•	 Decide on what will be done, who will do it, and when will it be completed; 

schedule next meeting for follow-up to share data and successes.
•	 Move on to next problem!

Do not be discouraged if the first meeting generates more excuses and nega-
tivity from those less experienced in the art and science of problem-solving 
when it comes to students and learning. Keeping a positive and focused 
tone on what can be done to improve by responding with, “What can(are) 
you do(ing) about it?”, is one of the best ways leaders and team members 
can facilitate action from colleagues. After all, teamwork is what will make 
the dream work if each member is adapting, improvising, and communicat-
ing! This allows for maximum team growth where they begin to believe in 
themselves.

Although there are variables outside the control of the teacher-leader, one 
of their greatest assets is the ability to focus on that which they can control 
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and control it. Through this process, small successes pave the way for larger 
successes as confidence builds and more and more variables once perceived 
as outside the control are addressed. You may recognize this process as train-
ing for a growth mindset of constant improvement, self-motivation, and team 
accountability. As always, once the connection is made with team members 
and the mission and effective collaborations have begun, don’t forget to 
celebrate successes!

The following points from this chapter are worth reviewing:

•	 A problem should never be more difficult than one step, since that is all we 
should be focused on at a time.

•	 Pairing with a colleague to simultaneously implement a new strategy can 
provide the support needed to get the “rusty nut loose from the bolt.”

•	 By using data to define parameters, we commit to a culture of evidence and 
make decisions based on data as opposed to feelings and emotions.

•	 Although a departmental average success rate may not be “any worse than 
anyone else in the state,” expanding this data down to the individual instruc-
tors may show an unacceptable level of instructor variance.

•	 To avoid emotional responses, educators need to take time to reflect after 
analyzing course success data or course evaluation results and then follow 
up with a second analysis in which they respond with a proactive plan to 
improve learning and positive perceptions.

•	 While low success rates definitely indicate a problem, so, too, do wide 
variations based on instructor, section, format, and other variables.

•	 The goal is to have valuable and specific data available in an easily readable 
form. Identifying benchmarks and baselines, as well as standards and goals, 
is an integral part of the data analysis process.
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According to a 2017 study of over 1,500 college presidents by the American 
Council on Education (ACE), presidents’ top concern (next to finances) was 
“faculty resistance to change.” Because constant improvement based on data 
is the foundational requirement of every college accrediting agency in the 
country, presidents’ concern over faculty resistance to change is also a con-
cern for resistance to constant improvement. Those refusing to participate in 
this culture of constant improvement are a threat to the accreditation of the 
institution, as well as to the mission of the community college.

In many cases, institutions fail to provide clarity as to specifically what 
change is needed and why. Without knowing what they should be changing 
and why they should be changing, it would be difficult for faculty to come 
close to the magnitude of change necessary to transform higher education. 
This takes us back to the need to CC the MVP—we must constantly commu-
nicate with crystal clarity and courageous commitment to the MVP of higher 
education.

The overwhelming concern over the lack of faculty buy-in reveals a lack 
of buy-in from those in instructional leadership positions. Building leader-
ship throughout an organization can build a culture of learning and inquiry 
founded on the principles of equity and social justice through enhanced learn-
ing for those students who may need it the most. This culture abhors incre-
mentalism and fosters innovation and positive, constructive collaboration. 
A prerequisite to obtaining buy-in from faculty is therefore a culture built 
through relentless commitment by instructional leaders. After all, one of the 
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primary responsibilities of leadership is to obtain buy-in and acceptance for 
the MVP of the institution.

Before attempting to facilitate these changes, leaders, administrators, and 
teacher-leaders must ask themselves, “What is it we specifically want faculty 
to change?” If presidents and instructional leaders cannot clarify this to them-
selves, how will they stand a chance inspiring needed change in faculty? Once 
the goal and mission have been made crystal-clear, it is crucial to explain why 
the change is needed. This makes the changes relevant. It is unrealistic to 
think faculty will simply adopt strategies that some believe go against tradi-
tional paradigms in higher education simply because someone told them they 
should. Leaders must provide data, surveys, reports, articles, and comments 
from businesses to facilitate action with a laser focus on learning.

If the mission statement itself does not convey a direction which can be 
merged with a culture of evidence and accountability, then the institutional 
mission statement may need to be revised to better reflect the mission of the 
community college system. Too many times institutional mission statements 
are written more to impress than to practically inspire a culture of constant 
improvement.

In a learning-college environment, every employee—not just administra-
tors and faculty—understands their contributions to inspiring and facilitating 
learning. This includes groundskeepers, security, and maintenance workers 
who ensure the safe, clean, comfortable, and structured learning environment 
needed to maximize learning. Every employee or department should be able 
to connect their efforts and responsibilities to this sacred mission of total stu-
dent development. After all, connecting is the first of the three Cs to success, 
and in this case, it is the means by which more employees of the college can 
become purpose-driven and mission-focused!

The lack of references to learning in community college mission state-
ments across the nation raises a concern indirectly addressed by the Lumina 
Foundation in a quote referenced earlier in the book: “It is not that learning 
matters, but that it matters most of all. It is about the learning, stupid!” The 
AACC reiterated the mission of the community college in the 2012 RTAD 
report; “to provide a high-quality education to millions of often underserved 
students.” To meet this mission, every employee at the college, and especially 
faculty, must take on the responsibility of inspiring and facilitating learning 
for a more diverse group of students.
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Understanding the “why,” the focal point, and the common mission that 
supersedes the details, creates an institutional purpose greater than one’s self. 
Some of you may recall a popular legend about the time, during a tour of 
NASA headquarters in 1961, John F. Kennedy encountered a janitor mopping 
the floors. “Why are you working so late?” Kennedy asked. “Mr. President,” 
the janitor responded, “I’m helping put a man on the moon.”

This worker understood there was a greater purpose to his efforts than sim-
ply “mopping the floor,” and so it is with all employees at an institution. They 
must not only know but internalize the common goal of expanding learning—
or ultimately, improving the quality of life for their communities—and how 
their personal efforts contribute to this goal.

Additional reflection should occur as each department or division con-
structs their own mission statement (examples in Appendix B). At WCCD, 
we wanted to ensure contributions by the students, as well, so the WCCD 
Student Diplomats were challenged to develop a creed for students. Working 
in conjunction with the English division director, this group completed the 
challenge and made signs of the student creed to post in buildings around 
campus (Appendix C). In addition, each department designed inspirational 
quotes and pictures for the hallways.

In marketing, the Rule of 7 states that a prospect needs to “hear” the adver-
tiser’s message at least seven times before they will take action to buy that 
product or service. If the goal is for a positive cultural change, action must 
be intentionally directed toward CCing the MVP at every opportunity—con-
stantly communicate with crystal-clarity and courageous commitment to 
the MVP. The sense of hope and inspiration should permeate through every 
aspect of the institution and be evident to newcomers. Many times, an empty 
wall is a missed opportunity to send a powerful and uplifting message!

Creating a learning-college culture requires making constant improvement 
a central part of everyday activities, and this should be the focus of every 
meeting. Each committee or departmental meeting starts with a discussion of 
what has been newly implemented that increased student learning and moti-
vation. This can be followed by comments about what teachers are planning 
in an attempt to increase student persistence and completion.

When these conversations started in a newly formed retention com-
mittee at WCCD, those outside the instructional area were reluctant to 
contribute. An employee from the business office expressed concern that 
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they were at a disadvantage since their only direct dealings with students 
was when collecting tuition payments. However, another committee mem-
ber suggested placing a stamp or sticker on students’ receipts to promote 
persistence. Examples given included: “See you at graduation!”; “WCC—
where persistence leads to success!”; and “We are all here to support your 
success!”

This is a testimony to the power of focusing on learning: Even though 
some committee members expressed reluctance, each suggestion prompted 
additional innovative suggestions until all committee members were engaged. 
The approach led to additional initiatives at WCCD, such as the “Get the 
Tassle” initiative previously discussed, and a student services initiative called 
“WE CARE.”

Whereas a negative or fixed state of mind tends to focus on negative 
aspects and excuses, a positive growth state of mind tends to focus on the 
positive aspects of what can be done to improve. Both mindsets perpetuate 
a cycle—the key for leaders is to ensure positive and constructive collabora-
tions by constantly working to shift conversations into a more positive direc-
tion. Engraining this into the culture of a team is a common denominator 
among all the highest-performing teams.

What specifically do we want faculty to change? If presidents and 
instructional leaders cannot clarify this to themselves, how will they 
stand a chance inspiring needed change in faculty?

Under the old paradigm, where covering content and testing are the 
instructor’s only responsibilities, there is little room for effective change. 
After all, students are assumed to be responsible for their own learning 
whether they know how to learn and study or not. Shifting to a focus on 
learning opens up unlimited options for facilitating and inspiring learning. 
This is why instructional leaders should advocate for each department to 
submit the successful strategies they have implemented over the previous 
term, as well as the strategies they plan to implement in the upcoming term. 
This helps stimulate the team approach to learning and can lead to additional 
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interdepartmental innovations, as in the retention committee example mentioned  
earlier.

The underlying accountability to the team serves as a forcing function that 
occurs as faculty who previously may have been least likely to contribute, and 
seek to be part of something productive. Helen Keller conveyed the power 
of teamwork in her quote, “Alone we can do so little; together we can do so 
much!”

After clarifying specifically what and why faculty are expected to change, 
leaders must determine a system of reward and recognition for compliance 
to the desired action and changes. And, of course, they must decide on a sys-
tem of consequences for noncompliance. Without either of these systems in 
place, it cannot be surprising that faculty participation, and ultimately buy-in, 
is lacking.

In addition to such systems, leaders must determine whether there are any 
standards for instructional practices. If not, are there any written expectations 
for effective instructional practices? Ultimately, the natural progression to 
buy-in can be best achieved if there is a culture of standards and expecta-
tions backed by a system of recognition and reward for those complying and 
consequences for those who do not. Internal organizational motivation for 
innovation thrives in a culture where there are clear expectations for constant 
improvement. This is just another way of repeating that doing nothing is not 
an option.

In general, the narrow scope for many quality-enhancement programs 
has hindered at-scale buy-in and improvements in performance indicators 
for a larger number of students. That is why institutions should advocate so 
strongly for using initiatives that stand a better chance of reaching a larger 
number of faculty and students—it is much more likely to lead to meaningful 
change.

When instructors do buy in and activate the instructional leadership initia-
tive, they can then take on the work of incorporating the five highest impact 
strategies into course redesigns for first-term highest enrollment courses. 
Their effort often results in students’ acceptance of more responsibility for 
their learning, which, in turn, reinforces the faculty’s ability to provide a more 
active and engaging learning environment where learning is more relevant 
and transferrable to other courses and the workplace.
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LESSONS FROM AN ILA

There are two types of colleges today: those that prepare students for the 
future by focusing on relevant and engaging learning and those that allow 
faculty and administrators to live comfortably in the past. To put this another 
way—either the focus is on learning, which provides a higher quality of edu-
cation and total student development to a more diverse group of students, or 
the focus is on maintaining and enlarging achievement gaps by continuing 
with the archaic approach of simply covering content and testing. Because 
the latter leaves learning entirely up to the students, undermines social justice, 
and condemns millions of underserved students to a life of dependence and 
limited opportunities, our choice is clear.

Expecting significant changes without a mission and system of account-
ability laser-focused on enhancing learning for both faculty and students is 
an unrealistic expectation. Instilling a leadership mentality throughout the 
organization is needed to achieve meaningful and lasting change. Leader-
ship, and not just on the part of administrators or “management” alone, 
is required to inspire others to do that which they need to do but may not 
want to do.

In the scaling-up of effective instructional strategies from classroom 
to department to division and then from college-wide to system-wide, 
the most common denominators in each of these areas was that when 
faculty became more excited about learning their students became 
more excited about learning—and achievement gaps narrowed!

Building a leadership mentality throughout the organization requires much 
more than a professional development session. Instead, what is required is 
extensive training and collaboration in a positive environment characterized 
by high expectations. This training should move faculty well beyond their 
self-perceived limitations and into the realm of profound growth. This can be 
accomplished by incorporating leadership principles throughout a year-long 
program intentionally designed for maximum growth in a minimum amount 
of time.
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The power of a positive growth environment is a reason that the remainder 
of this chapter focuses on lessons learned from an Instructional Leadership 
Academy (ILA) implemented across the Alabama Community College Sys-
tem (ACCS). The ILA is designed to considerably shorten the learning curve 
for institutional change, while facilitating quicker movement through the 
phases of denial, resistance, and grief associated with that change.

Prior to establishing effective collaborations, common ground among all 
instructors was identified and constantly reiterated. The first commonality was the 
fact that we all teach students first, content next. It is this mindset that establishes 
our priorities as instructors to develop the total student—to provide them a better 
opportunity to make better decisions, live a better life, and make a better living.

Our next common ground was established by identifying two core com-
petencies that every course in the state should be intentionally incorporating 
into their curriculum—communication and critical thinking. This small but 
impactful addition provided a common focus and goal of all courses while 
also dismantling individual siloes for the sake of effective team collaboration 
designed to develop both emotional and cognitive aspects of intelligence. 
Although only listed as two competencies, communication includes all forms 
of effective communication to include conflict resolution, while critical think-
ing also serves as a prerequisite to effective problem solving.

Our statewide ILA was started in 2018 with 152 participants in seven 
different cohorts from five colleges. The origins of this program go all the 
way back to the science division at WCCD, where we converted our train-
ing approach to an institution-wide Instructional Leadership Challenge. The 
lessons we learned from these earlier programs allowed us to develop this 
intensive year-long training ILA program for faculty from all instructional 
divisions throughout the state. Analysis of course success data from the top 
enrollment courses across the system provided the incentive for more inten-
tional efforts to address student success issues at the classroom level where 
new strategies would directly impact students.

The key to our successes with this program started with a state chancel-
lor laser-focused on the student experience. His willingness to do what 
others were not, such as developing a common system for collecting and 
analyzing performance data across the state and extensively focusing on 
addressing student learning at the level that can produce the largest improve-
ments—the classroom, is the primary reason this approach was so effective. 
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Accountability for data-driven decisions and constant improvement in 
instructional and support strategies by faculty also served as a focal point.

As a testimony to the effectiveness of a chancellor providing statewide 
leadership laser-focused on student success, ACCS was recently recognized 
by Complete College America for increasing degree completion rates. The 
150 percent-time graduation rate (three-year) for first-time, full-time com-
munity college students increased 39 percent from 2015 to 2019 in Alabama. 
Although there is much room for improvement, this data serves as evidence 
that teamwork is essential to achieving the dream, while strong leadership 
and buy-in from the top are crucial to developing the “team!”

Based on this experience, it was learned that establishing a successful 
instructional leadership program starts with identifying lead facilitators with 
extensive classroom experiences and a passion for equity of opportunity 
through education - warriors for student success. It is not usually feasible to 
expect someone such as a dean to have the time to devote to leading a pro-
gram that attempts to maximize transformation in instructional and support 
strategies. Administrative duties tend to overshadow academy responsibilities 
for both deans and associate deans.

Creating a position(s) dedicated to obtaining maximum results from a 
maximum number of faculty, in order to maximally impact student learning 
in the minimum amount of time, is an important part of an effective program, 
and was evidence of the commitment of our chancellor to student learning 
and success. The goal of this position should be a total focus on inspiring 
innovation, collaboration, and celebration throughout the faculty ranks.

However, these types of improvements require an investment in human 
capital. Too often, and many times based on past experiences, administra-
tors see expenditures as a cost instead of an investment. When this view is 
combined with a lack of understanding of the impact that successful students 
can have on the marketing and advertising aspects of an institution, there is 
more of a reluctance to invest in programs targeting instructional and support 
strategies in the classroom.

Positive advertising is even more impactful when at-risk and underserved 
students experience newfound success with formal education, which in turn 
inspires their friends and families to seek increased opportunities through 
higher education. As mentioned previously, it is difficult to obtain faculty 
buy-in for transformation if the higher levels of leadership have not committed 
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to the process. Just as we have experienced across our system, investing in 
proven learning strategies leads to exceptional returns on investment!

The need for more participation and buy-in from the faculty ranks on 
developing a learning-college approach is one of the reasons programs such 
as the CCLP at KSU was developed. Although leadership positions require 
administrative and managerial skills crucial to maintaining an organization’s 
order and structure, the degree of transformation in instruction required of 
today’s community colleges cannot be accomplished with administrative 
skills alone.

The crucial need for enhanced change (transformation) management 
through positive encouragement and accountability is a reason why leadership 
principles, behaviors, and mindsets must be incorporated into professional 
development of all faculty in order to develop the leadership throughout the 
organization that is needed to meet the demands of twenty-first-century class-
rooms and solve problems at the lowest level possible.

This training should challenge all faculty to seek the next level of effective-
ness. The growth mindset expectation is needed to effectively inspire growth 
in students, as well. With faculty on the front lines of increasing learning 
and core competency development, they do not have the luxury of pawning 
off this responsibility to others in the organization. Because they have direct 
contact with students each day, faculty will be either a part of the solution or 
a part of the problem. The purpose of an ILA is to ensure faculty become part 
of the solution by developing a lead-by-example approach designed to model 
lifelong-learning for students and colleagues.

This leadership expectation is clearly conveyed through documents such as 
the Professional Educator Commitment Statement (Appendix A) and Leader-
ship Oath (Appendix B). The Commitment Statement is similar to the one 
used at WCCD in each faculty interview process before hiring. Interviewees 
were asked to explain how their personal attributes would fit into a system 
with these sets of standards. Divisional directors and department chairs also 
have a Leadership Oath to which they commit. Putting these expectations 
in print allows for quick future reference when needed, as well as explicitly 
outlining the sacred responsibilities bestowed upon us as professional leaders 
and teachers—just another way to CC the MVP!

In addition to “leadership,” ILA includes the keyword “instructional.” 
Because great teachers lead and great leaders teach, this word just adds to 
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the program’s uniqueness by addressing the most important aspect of learn-
ing—the instructor. Every article, activity, and discussion is focused on how 
to adjust strategies, approaches, classroom activities, and support strategies in 
order to achieve a greater degree of intellectual rigor and diversity of comple-
tion among students. By addressing the number one variable affecting learn-
ing—the instructor—educators are able to make maximum and sustainable 
improvements in a minimum amount of time.

Our first ILA cohorts serve as examples of how important mindset is to 
teaching, learning, and leading. The seven cohorts were homogenous in the 
sense that they each contained faculty from the same college. Although far 
from ideal for a leadership academy, very few of the over 150 participants 
volunteered for the program.

Upon analysis of the average success rates for the top nine enrollment 
courses at each college for this first-year group, a direct correlation was found 
with the degree of participation in ILA activities and assignments halfway 
through the academy for each cohort. Colleges with higher levels of course 
successes in their top enrollment courses prior to ILA also had higher levels 
of assignment completion and vice versa. This data seem to mimic classroom 
data which tends to show that the students who need extra-credit/learning the 
most tend to take advantage of additional opportunities the least.

As might be expected for a first-year program, it took the entire year to 
achieve noticeable buy-in for participants. However, each subsequent year 
resulted in a substantial decrease in the length of time to achieve buy-in 
across the entire group. This data serves as evidence of the power of par-
ticipation in proven high-impact strategies which can provide immediate and 
substantial increases in engagement and motivation to learn and is, many 
times, a prerequisite to buy-in for constant improvement in instructional and 
support strategies.

These experiences serve to reaffirm that faculty buy-in for instructional 
transformation is maximized when institutions provide the TASE in an envi-
ronment of high expectations and continuous research, both literally and in 
practice. The combined effects of this TASE are as important in a learning 
environment for faculty as they are for students.

Many institutions will go to great lengths to avoid the resistance associated 
with addressing faculty and classroom instruction across the entire college. 
This is partly what leads to an abundance of boutique programs, which work 
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with a limited number of students, usually through small initiatives in the 
student services division. Due to the lack of at-scale implementation, as well 
as the avoidance of addressing basic instructional philosophy, it is no surprise 
these boutique programs have yet to yield substantial changes in performance 
indicators.

Many times, issues addressed at the student services level are meant to 
compensate for what may not be going on in the classrooms. Although these 
approaches may benefit the small number of students they serve, an equitable 
environment for success depends on all students having access to strategies 
supporting learning. Although academic freedom is commonly used as a 
reason for not addressing instructional issues, academic freedom has never 
meant that instructors can use whatever strategies they want regardless of 
destructively discriminatory effect on students.

In fact, addressing the need for instructional improvements often dimin-
ishes the divide that many times exists between student services and instruc-
tional divisions. Faculty and staff begin to see their roles as much more 
synergetic, stimulating much-needed collaboration into effective and mean-
ingful change across the entire campus, and for all students.

Staff tend to hear more about students’ challenges, both in and out of the 
classroom, because this is where students usually go when confronted with 
obstacles or frustrations. The frustration on the part of student services staff 
over a perceived lack of more effective instructional strategies, as well as 
more accountability in addressing student learning, leaves many staff feeling 
like they are alone in their efforts.

By bringing faculty and staff together to discuss instructional improve-
ments, with the common ground of “inspiring and facilitating learning,” 
real change can begin to happen. This is one reason why every committee 
or departmental meeting should begin with discussions about how learning 
has been facilitated and inspired through small changes in each area of the 
college. This environment helps develop a bolder and more proactive leader-
ship approach where each employee, regardless of division, is given time and 
space to focus on their own role in inspiring learning.

The expectation for all participants in an ILA cohort is to provide inspira-
tion to each other for action, support each other for efforts, and celebration to 
each other for accomplishments. This positive environment catapults growth 
and development among even the most reluctant, skeptical, or resistant faculty.
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Every meeting begins with discussions about how learning has been 
facilitated and inspired through small changes in each area of the 
college.

Institutions can develop a group of future ILA trainers by identifying a 
cohort of faculty to participate in an ILA. Whether an entire cohort is com-
prised of faculty from one institution or whether a group of faculty from an 
institution are part of a cohort from multiple colleges and universities, taking 
this first step to achieving a quicker path to leadership throughout faculty 
ranks speaks volumes for institutional commitment to student learning. In a 
positive and proactive growth environment even the more resistant faculty 
look at issues from a perspective that many may have never considered.

The first three years of our state ILA provides a wonderful example of the 
power that a year-long ILA can have in obtaining not only buy-in but owner-
ship in the process of constant improvement in instructional and support strat-
egies. Although only 36 percent of the 167 participants in the 2019–2020 ILA 
cohort (second year of the state academy) indicated that they volunteered for 
the program, evidence of buy-in for continuous improvements in instructional 
strategies was unanimous by the end of the year. It was evident, however, that 
the majority of participants achieved buy-in within the first few months of 
ILA. For the following year, buy-in was realized sooner as over two-thirds of 
the faculty indicated they had volunteered for the program.

Using faculty from as many disciplines as possible also helps to create the 
diversity of thought needed to stimulate innovation. What is innovative for 
some may be common practice for others. Leaders are often able to turn dif-
ferences into commonalities and can help establish common ground with an 
understanding that all faculty are engaged in the work of teaching students. In 
a collaborative and engaging learning environment like the ILA, the qualities, 
values, and enthusiasm of the more effective teacher-leaders tend to rub off 
on other faculty members over the course of their work together and create 
additional common ground for effective collaborations.

The common ground that is desired is also a benefit in the classroom. 
Although our students may come with different specific challenges, all 
students have basic needs and basic neurological functions in common that 
can be used to promote learning. In addition, faculty are expected to also 
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incorporate common core competencies crucial to academic, workplace, and 
life success.

By identifying commonalities, faculty members are encouraged to abandon 
traditional silos for the sake of the larger mission of learning. Although these 
silos can be a very comforting place for faculty, the comfort is partly due to 
the fact that siloes have traditionally allowed faculty to do what they want, 
when they want, and how they want without accountability for results. Dis-
mantling these silos can be a very stressful process; it is imperative it occurs 
in an encouraging and supportive environment of high expectations and an 
understanding by leadership of the natural phases of change. It is in this type 
of environment where innovation can thrive.

Our ILA at the ACCS has the advantage of using faculty from different 
institutions to promote an even greater degree of diversity. This program is 
an eleven-month academy, with the first meeting being crucial to establishing 
expectations and guidelines for both the online portion of the program and 
all-day workshops. The monthly workshops have been conducted online via 
ZOOM since spring 2020. The remainder of the program is used for online 
work and course redesigns. The purpose of the online work is to combine a 
large amount and diversity of knowledge through multiple topics, authors, 
and approaches while also challenging archaic paradigms in the comfort of 
one’s own home.

This schedule allows for coverage of the basic concepts in the ILA work-
shops in time for faculty to begin implementation of their newly redesigned 
course for the fall term, although they may only have the first unit of their 
course ready to implement. As fall term begins, faculty can continue prepar-
ing each unit in advance of its coverage in class by using lessons learned 
from the previous unit. The redesign is for the highest traditional enrollment 
course they teach and serves as an end-product for their work in ILA, as well 
as evidence of intentionality in course structure and effective learning strate-
gies. The core structure of these redesigns uses all five of the highest impact 
strategies designed to enhance learning.

Many aspects of these redesigns are already required by standardization of 
online course offerings through Quality Matters, a nonprofit, quality assur-
ance organization that certifies online courses with their stamp of approval 
if the courses meet certain standards. This intentional attention to online 
courses may raise questions about why there is not more attention paid to the 
quality of traditional courses, as well.
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Because faculty are hired to teach courses in their major field of study and 
not necessarily to remain abreast of the issues and problems in higher educa-
tion, most are poorly informed about these issues, and this also can make it 
difficult to achieve buy-in. Buy-in requires an understanding that there is a 
problem in order to initiate a move from the first phase of change, which we 
know is denial, although completing this transition out of the first phase also 
requires a realization that what has traditionally been used as a reason to not 
focus on learning is no longer valid.

Although academic freedom is commonly used as an excuse for 
not addressing more instructional issues, it has never meant that we 
can use whatever strategies we want regardless of the destructively 
discriminatory effect on students.

Faculty read two articles each week and provide a reflection post on 
the LMS. These articles have had key points highlighted and include 
comments and questions to stimulate discussion. The one requirement for 
these posts is that they must be positive and constructive, which curtails 
the natural tendency to focus on more negative aspects. Although work-
shops are the venue for open collaboration, the article posts do not need 
to turn into a blog site where volleys of disagreements are not likely to be 
efficiently addressed.

Effective leaders have a way of turning negatives into positives, something 
that requires practice, especially in an educational environment where trans-
formation is required. As stated previously, a culture is not determined by 
what is preached or expected but by what is tolerated by the team. It usually 
only takes a reminder to those who may venture into more negative com-
ments for them to realize that in an academy designed to promote leadership, 
it is imperative that rules of engagement are respected. For ILA participants, 
being positive in a negative situation is not naïve; it is leadership!

Leaders would rather be annoyingly positive and optimistic than destruc-
tively negative and pessimistic. As for any large group of people, percep-
tions of the group tend to reflect the most vocal people in that group. If the 
most vocal faculty also tend to be the most negative, then this becomes 
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the perception of those outside the group. Creating a more positive and 
proactive environment in an ILA where disagreements and mistakes are 
opportunities to learn and improve will produce results which elude the less 
committed.

In the 1860s, Henry Wells, a founding member of Wells Fargo Bank, was 
asked what it takes to succeed in business. He said, “There is one very power-
ful business rule. It is concentrated in the word—courtesy. This statement is 
posted on the walls of every Wells Fargo branch in our market.” Dan Cathy 
of Chick-Fil-A has incorporated this philosophy into the training of their 
employees, as well. In our ILA, the one word that provides a focal point to 
all we do is “respect.” This word allows us to address issues as they arise by 
constantly referring back to the concept of respect.

As a leadership academy, it is imperative to make the distinction between 
“being respectful” and “not being disrespectful.” Being respectful is an inten-
tional act that shows self-discipline and a concern for others, attributes that 
lead to success in the workplace. Because it is the responsibility of higher 
education to prepare students for the culture of the workplace, cultural behav-
iors expected there must be taught and required by faculty who also practice 
these behaviors. After all, with the many disadvantages our students have it is 
imperative we provide them with as many advantages for success as possible.

It is also important to note that disagreeing is not necessarily the same as 
being negative; identifying problems is also not the same as being negative. 
However, presenting problems without a possible solution is not respectful of 
others. If a possible solution cannot be identified, a request for assistance sig-
nals a willingness to find successful solutions. Putting a problem in someone 
else’s lap to solve without having the professional courtesy to have thought 
about it long enough to provide some assistance is not respectful.

In this day of advanced Internet technology there is too much information 
available to simply “not know.” This takes us back to one of the most pow-
erful questions for building leadership throughout the organization, asking 
ourselves again and again, “What am I doing about it?”

Rudyard Kipling once said, “The strength of the wolf is the pack, and the 
strength of the pack is the wolf.” This is one of the first quotes used in ILA 
to provide the team accountability needed to ensure maximum innovation. 
Effective professional development is not always about what can be pro-
vided for you, but also what you can provide for others. No one instructor 
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can change education for an entire institution or state, but this goal can be 
accomplished by the combined efforts of all.

Accordingly, in the workshop sessions, each participant is responsible for 
sharing new strategies and activities they have implemented during the pre-
vious month that have enhanced learning, a crucial component of ILA. This 
shift to focusing on others is a great way to develop leadership behaviors 
across an entire organization, and it shows the power of breaking down silos 
for more effective collaborations.

Each cohort has an assigned online facilitator. This group of facilitators 
are past participants of ILA and are responsible for monitoring approximately 
12,000 online posts each year in response to approximately 75 different arti-
cles and reports and keeping track of submitted assignments by participants. 
An updated progress report is submitted each month online to ensure accurate 
documentation of completed assignments.

One of the ways participants show their respect to their colleagues in 
the cohort is by showing up prepared, the very same rule we have for our 
students. Having their own paradigms challenged at home by reading the 
articles, participants can more effectively contribute to productive collabora-
tions in the workshops.

Expansive knowledge of instructional, motivational, and support strate-
gies is essential for facilitators, as “street cred” can be vital to success when 
working with large groups of faculty to instigate the transformational change 
expected from participation in an ILA. There is nothing more valuable than 
having facilitators who can connect with faculty and work to obtain maxi-
mum results in a minimum amount of time in order to impact a maximum 
number of students from these instructors’ courses. Investments in training 
key faculty members to be leaders in this movement will provide the momen-
tum for future in-house training and continued improvements.

Each workshop session requires faculty to talk about new strategies they 
have implemented over the past month(s) and how it has enhanced learn-
ing. Our coordinator for the facilitators refers to these as “data digs” which 
remind faculty to indicate how they knew that the newly implemented strat-
egy enhanced learning by following the data—data that at first may not be 
inherently obvious.

As mentioned earlier, it would not be respectful to the other faculty in 
the cohort for one to show up without a new strategy or activity to share, as 
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he/she would be there to gain knowledge and encouragement through the 
action of others without bringing something to share themselves. The same 
holds true for all assignments, as the success of the program depends on the 
combined efforts of all. As each participant begins to see themselves more 
as a leader, they become more responsible for their own training, as well as 
contributing to the training of others.

The data digs are designed to focus faculty on following data when 
implementing a new activity or strategy, meeting the basic requirement of 
all accrediting agencies for constant improvement based on data. The group 
asks if each new activity inspires and facilitates learning; a follow-up discus-
sion focuses on the data and evidence of improvement: “How do you know 
it enhanced learning?”

Although summative test scores can provide data on students’ knowledge 
at that moment, the lack of transferability of that knowledge into future 
courses and situations leads to questions of how much learning actually 
occurred. The data digs prompt faculty to ensure they have evidence, whether 
qualitative or quantitative, of enhanced learning. This data can provide pow-
erful encouragement and incentive that inspires others to action.

Faculty work in the ILA concludes with a final presentation where each 
faculty shares the changes they have made over the previous year and the 
results of these changes. This activity is an extension of the classroom 
research each participant has been performing over the course of the year. 
Serving as an inspiration for other faculty, these past presentations were some 
of the most enthusiastic and inspiring that I have ever heard from faculty—
much less from this many at one session.

These presentations provided the best professional development faculty 
could attend and is a reason the decision was made to record each of the pre-
sentations the next year. Of the over 300 completers for the past two years of 
ILA, every one of them indicated they used multiple strategies and activities 
which enhanced learning and engagement!

ILA facilitators often share their most surprising aspect of serving as 
a facilitator—their realization that what they once thought of as “student 
problems” are constitutive of any large group, even faculty. Issues such as 
misreading information, allowing biases to affect perceptions, not turning 
in assignments on time, approaching assignments as tasks to be completed 
instead of lessons to be learned, along with others are incredibly common. 
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Faculty and facilitators are often reminded that there are seldom issues which 
are only student problems; most are just people problems.

When our responsibilities require us to deal with larger groups of people, 
these issues seem more pronounced. Human nature makes it easier for stu-
dents or faculty to justify not following procedures when these procedures 
are not perceived as relevant to their current concerns. Once again, it is the 
responsibility of leadership to obtain buy-in through CC-MVP so that the 
relevancy or “why” is clear.

It is important for institutions to remember that not all faculty pose prob-
lems, just as not all students do—in fact, the vast majority desire to be part of 
the solution. In fact, although most people actually desire to be part of some-
thing special, most do not know how to go about developing this “special” 
something. Nonetheless, we tend to focus more on those who do not do what 
is required of them than we do on those who do.

There is a saying that “students do not do optional,” but once again this 
issue is a people problem and is not specifically reserved for students. The 
only group for which this cannot hold true is leaders because leaders must 
lead by example. Maybe this is why it is said that, although we all benefit 
from encouragement and appreciation, if the leader needs to be motivated by 
others, then he/she is not the leader! A leader’s crystallized understanding 
of the importance the community college mission has on achieving equity in 
opportunity and sustained economic growth should provide an internal moti-
vation which exceeds that of the average person.

“Chancellor Challenges” offer another important opportunity in the ILA. 
These monthly challenges serve to walk faculty through a complete course 
redesign by the time they complete the academy (see Appendix D). The chal-
lenges provide faculty with the checkpoints they need to be accountable to 
such a comprehensive task. This is a clear example of how chunking works 
for students and faculty in gaining more participation.

If a process seems too overwhelming for most to get started, then it is usu-
ally a sign the process has not been chunked into small enough steps. The 
entire ILA program works on chunking through small but consistent efforts 
over the course of a year and then working through one step at a time. The 
cumulative effects of these small steps results in a transformation in mindset 
as well as skillset.
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DATA AND TESTIMONIALS

A word of warning to those who may not have participated in initiatives using 
multiple proven strategies focused directly on the classroom and student 
learning: The results well surpass typical increases from programs outside the 
instructional division and without significant faculty input. One of the most 
common comments made by ILA participants in reference to new activities 
implemented is, “I never realized how something so small could make such 
a big difference!” Yet the true power lies in collective contribution, which 
combines results into a sum much greater than the individual parts.

Our state was inspired to develop an ILA program after results were shared 
from three Alabama community colleges that began to focus on data analytics 
to spur innovation and collaboration in top-ten enrollment courses beginning 
in 2012. By focusing on top enrollment courses, there is an opportunity to 
impact a maximum number of students early in their college career. These 
colleges and their resulting performance data increases were shared in the 
preface.

Reflecting back on this data, these three colleges experienced an average 
increase in fall-to-fall retention rates of 15 percentage points just four years 
after implementation. One college had over 500 more successful students per 
year in seven of their top enrollment courses, while another one had over 500 
more successful students per year in eight of these courses. After four years, 
these three colleges had the highest success rates in those top-ten enrollment 
courses of all the community colleges in the state, as well as the highest 
increases in fall-to-fall retention rates during that time.

The graduation rate increases for these colleges was even more dramatic, 
with an average 15-percentage point increase, although, because each 
school’s graduation rate started so low, there was over an 80 percent increase. 
One of the colleges, which began with a 13 percent graduation rate saw a 
27 percent rate six years later—a rate that more than doubled (~108 percent 
increase). Another of the colleges began with a 20 percent graduation rate 
and jumped to a 37 percent graduation rate (an 85 percent increase), while the 
third college saw a 65 percent increase in graduation rates.

The power of ILA-led course redesigns can be seen in these numbers. 
When fifty faculty members execute a course redesign for their highest 
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enrollment course, over 10,000 students in these courses each year are 
directly affected. If this strategy only produced an average of one additional 
successful student in each instructor’s section, over 600 more students a year 
would be successful in those courses. Furthermore, by allowing students from 
other instructors’ classes (especially adjunct instructors) to have access to the 
redesign, the number of students impacted can substantially increase.

Data from sixteen of the most active participants from two colleges dur-
ing our first year of ILA (2018) showed over 440 students were successful in 
their courses who, statistically speaking, would not have been successful just 
two years prior. This averages out to approximately two students per section. 
Those faculty who previously had course success rates of less than 70 percent 
saw their W/D/F rate cut in half (a 52 percent decrease), while those who had 
previously shown greater than 70 percent success rates averaged a 24 percent 
decrease in W/D/F rates.

The question for any new activity is, “Does it inspire and facilitate 
learning?” The second question focuses on the data and evidence of 
this improvement, “How do you know it enhanced learning?” The 
third question is for relevancy, “How will this learning help them live 
a better life and make a better living?”

Driven in part by this data, the next two years of ILA produced over 
320 faculty completers in sixteen cohorts from 19 colleges across the state. 
From these, 163 instructors voluntarily completed a total course redesign 
that was vetted by facilitators and included all five of the highest impact 
strategies discussed in chapter 6 for their highest enrollment course. These 
redesigns directly impact over 15,000 students each year, and substantially 
more if incorporated into the course LMS for adjunct instructors’ students. 
This number of students does not include those affected by the remainder 
of ILA participants who began work on their redesigns but did not com-
plete them for formal submission, as well as those working to redesign 
their other courses.

Although over 60 percent of the 167 participants in the second year of ILA 
(2019) did not volunteer for this experience, 158 completed the program. 
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Of those, 69 percent who included data in their final presentations showed 
decreases in W/D/F rates between pre- and post-ILA fall terms. Half of the 
faculty averaged an over 32 percent reduction in W/D/F rates, and thirty of 
the faculty showed average W/D/F rates had been cut in half! Of the seventy-
seven instructors starting with less than 70 percent success rates (meaning, 
W/D/F rates greater than 30 percent), only ten had no decreases in W/D/F 
rates.

The real power of these numbers is communicated in combination: There 
were 1,190 additional successful students based on the decreases in W/D/F 
rates and class enrollments. This averages out to about one more successful 
student per section for these faculty. Expanding these 1,190 students/year out 
over a decade, and 11,900 students are affected. This is the number of stu-
dents whose chance of completion has been doubled thanks to faculty efforts 
inspired by their participation in the ILA.

Furthermore, we expect these successes to multiply as students are empow-
ered with effective learning strategies and the confidence to persist, attributes 
that research shows carry over to their children and future children, as edu-
cation affects sustainable generational success. In addition, many friends of 
these students may become encouraged by their success, resulting in addi-
tional enrollment benefits.

Socioeconomic achievement gaps were also analyzed for 2019 ILA par-
ticipants using Pell-eligible versus non-Pell-eligible students as an indicator 
for lower and higher income. Of the 153 faculty with data included in their 
final presentation, 89 experienced decreases in socioeconomic achievement 
gaps for their classes from fall 2017 or 2018 to fall 2019. The average 
decrease for these faculty was in favor of the lower-income students by 64 
percent! Fifty-five of these faculty saw the gap for Pell-eligible students cut 
at least in half.

Although research shows there tends to be slight decreases in student suc-
cess when implementing new strategies, the multi-strategy approach of ILA 
offset these initial decreases. This data speaks volumes for the tenacity and 
determination of dedicated faculty to challenge old paradigms and constantly 
seek ways to inspire learning. In addition, their lead-by-example approach 
inspires other faculty. Constantly sharing data can be a very powerful motiva-
tor for continued innovation and improvements and gives us a reason for the 
third C of success—celebrate!
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These increases also show the power of addressing lagging indicators like 
retention and graduation rates with more leading indicators such as W/D/F 
rates in top enrollment first-year courses. Improvements in performance indi-
cators are the direct result of providing a learning environment more condu-
cive to building core competencies and skills transferrable to other courses. 
Celebrating these successes as an institution is vital for continued motivation 
for improvements.

Frequent assessments and test scores also provide leading indicators and 
are the direct result of more intentional teaching and courses designed to 
increase student responsibility for learning. Although the third year of ILA 
was challenged with comparing data from the first year of COVID-inspired 
changes to pre-COVID baseline data, the vast majority of ILA faculty expe-
rienced either no decreases in success rates or increases in success rates.

Below are a few excerpts from testimonials of the ILA participants in the 
first two years of this program. The subject area of the instructor has been 
included for each. The intent is to show how empowering a program can be 
when high expectations are combined with high levels of encouragement and 
training, and when connection is followed by collaboration and celebration. 
Although the following is just a sample of these testimonials, there are over 
a hundred more that convey the same degree of appreciation and excite-
ment for the future. Each has been transcribed verbatim from the original 
testimonial.

•	 Emergency Medical Services—From the beginning it was stressed we were 
not to be negative. As ILA progressed, I came to realize why that was 
important to stress. What I did not realize was how negative a person I had 
become. ILA was the first to call me out on it. So, between the second and 
third meetings I took time to think and reevaluate life. It has made a huge 
difference in life, and I think my students sense it. What I now see is just 
how jaded many of my coworkers are, and how much we need ILA to not 
just give us new teaching tools (although that is AWESOME) but how much 
we need to check our attitudes and always strive for what is right and good.

•	 Math—ILA has been a transformational experience that has completely 
changed my professional life and my attitude toward teaching. During the 
last few years we have been looking at data more closely than ever before, 
and it had become clear that I had to get better at teaching the courses that 
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were not “preaching to the choir.” However, I did not know what to do. 
It was very fortuitous that ILA came along when it did. My mindset has 
completely changed about teaching, and I would strongly urge any faculty 
to take part in ILA if given the opportunity. My favorite thing about the 
program is that it is 100 percent common sense. Most of what we learned; 
I’m thinking “Why have I not been doing this for years?”

•	 Math—ILA has been an eye-opener! It is exciting to see what is going on 
not just in our neighborhood, but across the state with these classes. Run-
ning into previous cohort members at conferences where they are showing 
some of the changes that they have implemented not only energizes me as 
an instructor but really gives me hope for the future of our profession.

•	 Nursing—I have been in nursing education for twenty-five years, but with 
no formal training in education. I learned to teach by “how I was taught” 
and “by watching other instructors.” The ILA has been the missing link 
for me in many ways. Since I have been in ILA, I prepare for class with 
a completely different mindset and strategy that I know can offer success 
to my students. ILA has brought excitement and a new vision for my role 
as a nursing instructor, and I am eager to share this information with my 
nursing colleagues.

•	 English—The ILA has been one of the most rewarding experiences I have 
had as a professional since my time in graduate school. It is rare to be in 
an environment where I am reading and learning again with others. This 
has created a rich opportunity for discussion, reflection, and dedication. 
I highly recommend ILA to others because I can see the difference it has 
made in my classroom and in the relationships I have developed with my 
students and colleagues. We are laughing and enjoying learning in ways 
that I never thought could happen in higher education.

•	 Art—It has been my pleasure to take part in the ILA. Initially, I thought 
that taking part in ILA would not be beneficial. However, at the comple-
tion of the academy, I can say that it is just the opposite. I have read a lot 
of interesting articles and taken part in a lot of discussions that have been 
invigorating and inspired me to try new ideas and teaching methods in the 
classroom. While in ILA, I have developed some active learning strategies 
that I am currently using in my classes. Class attendance and student suc-
cess have improved. The strategies that I have learned in ILA will definitely 
continue to be used in the future.
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•	 English—My involvement with the ILA has enabled me to shift more into 
a concept-based approach to teaching my courses. This is something I 
had been trying to accomplish previously, but this program has given me 
more of the tools and insights to make this change. This change has led to 
improvements in student learning even more in my other courses rather 
than in the class I’m specifically redesigning for ILA. For example, in my 
200-level literature course, over 50 percent of my students made a B or 
higher on the midterm exam.

This is a much higher average than in previous semesters. While I taught 
the same content, my focus was much more on concepts relevant to the lit-
erature. Students also remark that they’re better able to see the connections 
between this course and other classes. They also remark that they better 
understand why they need these courses for their degrees even if they’re 
not English majors. Students are seeing the relevance of the course and 
succeeding in both critical thinking and communication.

•	 Art—ILA gave me five strategies that have proven results. These strategies 
help increase student learning, success, and completion. If that was all I 
had gotten from this experience it would have been worth it. It was more 
(MUCH MORE). ILA has been an eye-opening experience for me. What 
I didn’t expect was how much I didn’t know. Even if you think you are an 
amazing teacher you can benefit from the information and strategies we 
have been learning.

When it is about learning (true learning) your attitudes, your teaching, and 
your focus all start to change. The conversation becomes about Challenge, 
Discovery, Ideas, Questions, and Problem Solving. The moment I saw the 
spark in my students eyes and the days I walked into class thirty minutes 
early and half my class was already there eager and ready to learn, and the 
day I watched them battle it out over controversial ideas, I knew I had found 
the sweet spot. Thank you ILA for giving me the knowledge to get my 
students THINKING and really LEARNING. Aren’t we in the business of 
creating lifelong learners? Model it people. ILA is a GAME CHANGER!

•	 English—ILA has been an eye-opening and invigorating experience that 
has shown me how essential it is that I be an intentional, positive force in 
the classroom. I can say without a doubt that ILA has given me the tools 
I needed to slough off my antiquated modes of thinking and, in turn, to 
become an instructor who is better suited to transform the ways my own 
students think, communicate, and learn.
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•	 English—The ILA has been beneficial for me in at least three ways: I have 
gathered ideas from the readings related to activities I can incorporate into 
my classes to increase relevance; posting responses helped me to create 
a file for each reading, and it is in these files that I have summarized the 
ideas I plan to implement, thus creating a to-do list to which I can refer as I 
go. In short, I have gained a better understanding of objectives and a more 
focused class organization.

Although the ILA has required time in reading, posting, and attending 
sessions, I am grateful that I was included in the group because to complete 
this academy, I had to set aside time to read the articles, to figure out the 
applications for my classes, and to begin implementing some of what I’ve 
learned. Had I not been in the academy, I would not have taken the time 
to research and find the variety of articles and to create a list of ideas to 
implement. As a full-time teacher since 1990 and online teacher since 1998, 
I’ve had plenty of time to get into a few ruts; the ILA has helped me to 
begin digging my way out by providing some new perspectives and ideas. 
I appreciate the opportunity!

•	 Psychology—I have had many great experiences in my life journey; a few 
were life-changing. The ILA was a life-changer! ILA has exposed me to 
other instructors who love their discipline and are motivated to go the extra 
mile to make the information they are teaching relevant, and to invest in 
relationships with their students. ILA has been a comfort to me, knowing 
that there is no need to stay under the radar, and an inspiration to me, pro-
viding many tools to take teaching/coaching and learning to a higher level! 
I love being part of a movement that makes my college a place people are 
proud to be a part of teachers and students!

•	 English—I have been an educator since 2010. In the past couple of years, 
I found myself becoming complacent and the fire I once had was nearly 
extinguished. Now it is October 2019, and I am beyond grateful for this 
enlightening opportunity and newfound drive this academy has given me. 
I have learned some lifelong valuable lessons that I have used daily in and 
outside the classrooms. It has taught me to “Keep it Simple” if I truly want 
to be an effective teacher. I have learned that learning is a reciprocated 
relationship and that I am not there to serve as an answer key but to serve 
as a facilitator to the learning experience.

This academy has taught me that if I continuously encourage my stu-
dents, then the progress will happen. I have evolved from a teacher who 
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simply taught to one who now teaches with intention! I have learned to 
chunk until I can’t chunk anymore. The quality of one lesson is more valu-
able than the quantity of ten. I thank this academy for reigniting my light, 
my fire, and my passion. For this, I will proudly carry my newest motto I 
learned from session one, “Today I will do what others won’t so tomorrow 
I can do what others can’t!”

•	 History—Even though I have more than twenty-five years of experience, 
I learned many new techniques from ILA and I have already incorporated 
them into my current courses with success. I feel excited and renewed!

•	 Speech—ILA has given me much more than just tools for enhancing stu-
dent learning in my courses. It has inspired me to make sure that I’m doing 
everything possible to ensure every one of my students succeeds.

•	 Computer Science—I would have to say that I have gained many insights 
and suggestions for improving both my leadership and teaching experi-
ences. The class has and still is achieving its goal by allowing me as an 
instructor to learn, benefit, and even enjoy this learning experience.

•	 Radiology—ILA has really opened up my eyes and taught me how to suc-
cessfully incorporate active learning strategies and student engagement!

•	 English—ILA has given me strategies to effectively reach at-risk students 
from a variety of demographics. Because of ILA, I have also implemented 
several new hands-on activities in my classes that get students out of their 
chairs and away from their devices. They actually are having fun while 
learning critical thinking and writing skills. From my observations, these 
learning activities have promoted overall participation. Perhaps the stron-
gest assets I have implemented as a result of ILA are the tutorial videos for 
my module objectives. Because of ILA, I am a much more confident and 
student-oriented instructor with a desire to help all students succeed.

•	 Economics—The ILA experience has provided me with countless strategies 
for making my classroom more learning-centered and student-friendly.

•	 Air Conditioning and Repair—Having participated in many different types 
of professional development, I can honestly say that ILA has been one of 
the most informative and useful courses I have been involved in.

•	 Allied Health—I am not sure I would’ve thought about how our activities tie 
into the bigger picture of life skills if not for ILA—seems like an obvious 
tie in now. ILA is a fabulous program. I think my coworkers might be tired 
of “Well, in ILA I learned . . .” LOL!
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•	 Instructional Dean—Our college is pleased to have had over forty faculty 
participate in the ILA. The challenging and invigorating curriculum has 
provided the basis for academic transfer, career technical, and nursing/
allied health faculty to explore ways to enhance student retention and 
engagement. Several of our faculty have confirmed that they have, indeed, 
experienced tremendous improvement in their students’ successful comple-
tion rates and have shared their ILA experience and teaching strategies with 
their colleagues departmentally and college-wide.

While the faculty in the first cohort were working to restructure their 
courses to better meet the needs of their students, many of them found 
that their feelings about teaching became restructured as well. One of 
our faculty members proclaimed that she had grown tired of herself as a 
teacher but that the ILA experience energized her and renewed her faith 
in herself and in her students. Being able to observe and participate in 
the final presentations for the first cohort was exciting because I could 
feel the instructors’ excitement and envision the difference they make in 
the lives of our students every day. We are thankful for the opportunity 
for our faculty to participate in ILA and look forward to supporting more 
ILA cohorts.

•	 Psychology—I made a twenty-minute video about how to study for my 
general psych class, right after I started ILA. It’s all about growth mindset, 
as well as Bloom’s taxonomy, how to take notes, the difference between 
copying down information and taking notes, reading versus studying, you 
know, the usual. This semester, I posted it as usual. Today, the first day of 
class, a nontraditional student posted this comment: “I just wanted to say if 
my teachers had explained to me how to study the way you just did then I 
would have finished my masters twenty-five years ago.”

•	 Psychology—Just wanted to thank you for motivating me with your story 
of doing 10,000 push-ups with your grandson over the course of a year 
through daily chunking of just thirty each day! On November 16 I started 
doing my push-ups, and on Monday of this week I had performed over 
10,000 push-ups! So, I have benefited more from ILA than I expected!

•	 Instructional Dean (regarding one of his most at-risk and resistant 
instructors)—I’ve never seen anyone make as big of a change in the success 
of their students as XXX has. He has definitely drank the Kool-Aid and it 
is some powerful stuff. Thank you for ILA!
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***

Congratulations on making it this far in the book! Hopefully, you have gained 
some bits of knowledge to assist you in your journey as an educator. How-
ever, it is the inspiration to put that knowledge into action that is the ultimate 
goal of this book. As educators and teacher-leaders, everything we do to 
improve ourselves translates into a greater opportunity to help others.

This goal of empowering others is aspirational and the challenges immense, 
but this is who we are and this is what we do as professional educators—we 
take the least advantaged and work with a relentless passion and purpose to 
empower with them with advantages needed for success. This is not just a 
professional obligation but a moral imperative for all those who have an influ-
ence over others.

The learning-college concept championed by Dr. Terry O’Banion reiter-
ated the importance of learning and growth for everyone employed at an insti-
tution. Focusing on what is possible through at-scale, proven instructional 
and support strategies grounded in cognitive science and the neurology of 
learning makes it much easier to muster up the courage, resilience, and deter-
mination to persist in efforts to constantly improve the quality of learning.

For faculty of community colleges, an environment where educational 
equity is a form of social justice, this requires a renewed commitment to 
applying those concepts and strategies so crucial to deeper and more mean-
ingful learning. Our work contributes to more completely developed students 
proficient in those basic life skills essential to success in the workplace. It 
therefore benefits us, our students and their families, our colleagues, our 
institution, and our society. Ultimately, quality of life is increased for all as a 
more skilled and educated workforce is created for the community.

Right now, there are too many people in this country who depend on 
the ability of higher education to adapt and overcome the challenges of the 
twenty-first-century classroom. In order for this country to continue to pride 
itself in equal opportunity for all, higher education must find a way to scale-
up proven strategies, and it must do so right now. It should not be an option 
for faculty to forego strategies shown by research to improve student success 
and increase confidence levels.

Today, we need teacher-leaders more than ever—not just in positions of 
leadership but in all classrooms, serving as warriors for student success. It is 
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time for the teacher-leaders already doing their part to become more vocal 
and to be comfortable making things happen instead of waiting for them to 
happen. Fostering this leadership throughout the faculty ranks will allow 
higher education to maximize learning.

It is time to expand QEPs so they can have an impact on all students and all 
employees. It is time to use the accrediting agency’s requirement of “constant 
improvement based on data” as a forcing function to unite all employees on 
the common goal of “inspiring and facilitating learning.” More than ever, 
higher education needs to cultivate a culture of evidence and action, using the 
research prowess of advanced-degree professionals to help create an environ-
ment of innovation and creativity. This is an environment where the three Cs 
dominate—where Connection, Collaboration, and Celebration guide us all!

As seen from the evidence in this book, an ILA experience can have a pro-
found effect on building leadership and problem-solving skills throughout the 
faculty ranks. This, in turn, has a profound effect on all students, and effects 
can be transformative in those who need a quality education the most: the 
underserved and underprepared.

Get started today by selecting faculty to participate in an ILA program and 
then using these faculty to facilitate your institution’s or system’s own ILA. 
If you would like more information on how you or your faculty can develop 
an ILA, please contact me at Instr​​uctio​​nalLe​​aders​​hipAc​​ademy​​@gmai​​​l​.com​.

***

As a final reflection/review self-assessment, you should be able to articulate 
how the following acronyms/concepts contribute to your continual develop-
ment as an instructional leader:

•	 Q-TIP
•	 KISS
•	 T.A.S.E.
•	 CC-MVP
•	 I-CAN
•	 ILA
•	 PSS (appreciations)
•	 Kaizen

•	 Encouragement
•	 T-P-S
•	 Chunking
•	 2-10-2
•	 Self-discipline
•	 Intentional teaching
•	 Three pillars of effective instruction
•	 Three C’s for success

http://InstructionalLeadershipAcademy@gmail.com
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•	 Adapt & Improvise
•	 Control or Compensate
•	 Mindset over Skillset
•	 Growth vs. Fixed mindset
•	 Proactive vs. Reactive
•	 Logical action vs. Emotional reaction

•	 Never, ever ask permission to lead
•	 Doing nothing not an option
•	 Disappointment vs. Discipline
•	 Progress vs. Excuses
•	 Education vs. Initiation
•	 Extreme ownership
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Appendix A

Figure D.1  Professional Educator Commitment Statement. Source: Author created.
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Appendix B

Figure D.2  ACCS Instructional Leadership Team Oath. Source: Author created.



206 Appendix B

WCC Department of Biology

Program Mission Statement

The Department of Biology at Wallace Community College provides a 
curriculum designed to address the diverse interests of today’s student 
population. The mission of this department is to support a program 
that provides a quality education for transfer biology majors, allied 
health and medical pre-professionals, and general education students. 
The department must also serve as a resource of biological knowledge 
for the community. Above all, the program encourages students to be 
life-long learners and to place their knowledge of biology in a frame 
of reference enabling them to become productive, active participants in 
our society. In support of this mission, the Biology Department main-
tains an ongoing effort to provide a modern, well-equipped physical 
plant and a diverse, articulate, scholarly, up-to-date faculty dedicated 
to providing the best possible two-year education in biology.
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Appendix C

Figure D.3  Wallace Community College (WCC) Student Creed. Source: Author created.
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	 1.	 Provide your own short personal survey (—four to six questions) for 
implementation after your first major exam in each section, each term. 
Use all survey results (including institutional survey) as an opportunity 
to improve both the response rate and positive perceptions.

	 2.	 Identify key questions (—four to six questions) from the institutional 
survey which you will use to monitor data, which may or may not be the 
same as the ones given after the first exam.

	 3.	 Provide a list of instructor-made unit objectives for each of your four to 
six units. This list will include everything the student must be able to do 
to successfully complete each of the end-of-unit summative assessments.

	 4.	 Provide a warm, positive, and encouraging welcome video to your 
course on your LMS.

	 5.	 Provide a short (—five to ten minutes) instructor-made lecture video for 
each unit objective for all units.

	 6.	 Provide a list of frequent assessment exercises used for each unit, 
connecting each to the related objective(s). Your list will grow and be 
adjusted over time.

	 7.	 Provide a list of active-learning activities for each unit which support 
the core competencies of critical thinking and communication, connect-
ing each to the related objective(s). Your list will grow and be adjusted 
over time.

Appendix D

ILA Course Redesign on LMS: 
Requirements for Implementation 

in Highest Enrollment Course
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	 8.	 Provide a specific system for early, intrusive interventions to proac-
tively address at-risk student performance. (who, when, and what will be 
discussed)

	 9.	 Provide students with a short list of expectations (reiterate the need for 
them to show up prepared - having looked up objectives before watching 
the lecture video accompanying each objective), as well as a list of what 
they can expect of you.
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Appendix E

Figure D.4  Pinkard House. Source: Author created.
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