
Utah State University Utah State University 

DigitalCommons@USU DigitalCommons@USU 

Habits of Mind Empower Teaching Open Access Book Series 

2023 

Habits of Mind: Designing Courses for Student Success Habits of Mind: Designing Courses for Student Success 

Julia M. Gossard 
Utah State University, julia.gossard@usu.edu 

Chris Babits 
Utah State University, chris.babits@usu.edu 

Jennifer Grewe 
Utah State University, jennifer.grewe@usu.edu 

Cree Taylor 
Utah State University, cree.taylor@usu.edu 

Doris McGonagill 
Utah State University, doris.mcgonagill@usu.edu 

Missy Kofoed 
Utah State University, melissa.kofoed@usu.edu 

See next page for additional authors 

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/habitsofmind 

 Part of the Curriculum and Instruction Commons 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Gossard, Julia M.; Babits, Chris; Grewe, Jennifer; Taylor, Cree; McGonagill, Doris; Kofoed, Missy; 
Henderson, Leonard; Thurston, Travis; Soyer, Mehmet; Soyer, Gonca; Tollefson, Josie; Frank, Nichelle; 
LaPlante, Matthew D.; Koltz, Jessie; Evers, Jenifer; Hiatt, Kimberly; Bushman, Kelsey; Lyman, Heather; 
Gosney, Sarah; Chambers, Melanie; Lyman, Sharon; Graul, Antje R. H.; Sapci, Ayse; Veon, Raymond; Twede, 
Jason; Robison-Greene, Rachel; Tulane, Sarah; Kinkead, Joyce; Draeger, John; Singer, Jill K.; Arshavskaya, 
Ekaterina; Turner, Rachel; and deJonge-Kannan, Karin, "Habits of Mind: Designing Courses for Student 
Success" (2023). Habits of Mind. Paper 1. 
https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/habitsofmind/1 

This Book - Full Text is brought to you for free and open 
access by the Empower Teaching Open Access Book 
Series at DigitalCommons@USU. It has been accepted 
for inclusion in Habits of Mind by an authorized 
administrator of DigitalCommons@USU. For more 
information, please contact digitalcommons@usu.edu. 

https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/
https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/habitsofmind
https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/et_bookseries
https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/habitsofmind?utm_source=digitalcommons.usu.edu%2Fhabitsofmind%2F1&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/786?utm_source=digitalcommons.usu.edu%2Fhabitsofmind%2F1&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/habitsofmind/1?utm_source=digitalcommons.usu.edu%2Fhabitsofmind%2F1&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:digitalcommons@usu.edu
http://library.usu.edu/
http://library.usu.edu/


Authors Authors 
Julia M. Gossard, Chris Babits, Jennifer Grewe, Cree Taylor, Doris McGonagill, Missy Kofoed, Leonard 
Henderson, Travis Thurston, Mehmet Soyer, Gonca Soyer, Josie Tollefson, Nichelle Frank, Matthew D. 
LaPlante, Jessie Koltz, Jenifer Evers, Kimberly Hiatt, Kelsey Bushman, Heather Lyman, Sarah Gosney, 
Melanie Chambers, Sharon Lyman, Antje R. H. Graul, Ayse Sapci, Raymond Veon, Jason Twede, Rachel 
Robison-Greene, Sarah Tulane, Joyce Kinkead, John Draeger, Jill K. Singer, Ekaterina Arshavskaya, Rachel 
Turner, and Karin deJonge-Kannan 

This book - full text is available at DigitalCommons@USU: https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/habitsofmind/1 

https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/habitsofmind/1


   1 

 
  



 2 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dedicated to Utah State University’s Center for Instructional Design and Innovation (CIDI) and 
the Office of Empowering Teaching Excellence (ETE), especially Neal Legler, Elisa Taylor, 

Travis Thurston, and Shelley Arnold, for their exceptional dedication to teaching and learning 
during the Covid-19 pandemic. 

 
 

  



 3 

Acknowledgements 
 
As a land-grant institution, Utah State University campuses and centers reside and operate on the 
territories of the eight tribes of Utah, who have been living, working, and residing on this land 
from time immemorial. These tribes are the Confederated Tribes of the Goshute Indians, Navajo 
Nation, Ute Indian Tribe, Northwestern Band of Shoshone, Paiute Indian Tribe of Utah, San Juan 
Southern Paiute, Skull Valley Band of Goshute, and White Mesa Band of the Ute Mountain Ute. 
We acknowledge these lands carry the stories of these Nations and their struggles for survival 
and identity. We recognize Elders past and present as peoples who have cared for, and continue 
to care for, the land. In offering this land acknowledgment, we affirm Indigenous self-
governance history, experiences, and resiliency of the Native people who are still here today. 
 
We would like to thank each of the authors for their enthusiastic participation over the past 18 
months. Habits of Mind: Designing Courses for Student Success is a showcase of some of USU’s 
best educators committed to transformative and impactful learning.  
 
Additionally, we thank Travis Thurston and Shelley Arnold for their assistance in the publication 
process and for bringing our idea to the ETE subcommittee. We also thank Heather Jensen for 
work on Pressbooks and with the editorial process. We appreciate your time and guidance. 
 
The Office of Empowering Teaching Excellence, the College of Humanities and Social Sciences, 
the Center for Intersectional Gender Studies and Research, the World Languages and Cultures 
Department, and the History Department all contributed funds for copyediting, which is greatly 
appreciated. 
 
 
  



 4 

 
 

Introduction 
Julia M. Gossard and Chris Babits 

 
Although content knowledge remains at the heart of college teaching and learning, 

forward-thinking instructors recognize that we must also provide 21st-century college students 
with transferable skills (sometimes called portable intellectual abilities) to prepare them for their 
futures (Vazquez, 2020; Ritchhart, 2015; Venezia & Jaeger, 2013; Hazard, 2012). To “grow their 
capacity as efficacious thinkers to navigate and thrive in the face of unprecedented change” 
(Costa et al., 2023), students must learn and improve important study skills and academic 
dispositions throughout their educational careers. If we do not focus on skills-building in college 
courses, students will not be prepared for the challenges that await them after they leave 
institutions of higher education. If students are not prepared for these postsecondary education 
challenges, then it is fair to say that college faculty have failed them. 

Utah State University (USU) instructors are particularly adept at providing study skills 
and academic competencies throughout the undergraduate curriculum. Before they even begin 
their formal coursework, USU students start learning about the study skills that will help them 
thrive, not only in college but in their careers. USU’s most transformative educators continue to 
cultivate these skills and dispositions throughout the undergraduate course of study. Though we 
may be biased, we believe that USU is an innovator in combining the rigorous teaching of 
content knowledge with an emphasis on study skills. Our belief that USU offers a strong model 
for education compelled us to edit this collection. 

To underscore the pedagogical possibilities of remaking college courses, we have 
assembled the perspectives of USU faculty, instructors, and learning specialists from across the 
University in a single edited volume. In Habits of Mind: Designing Courses for Student Success, 
we bring together 32 transformative USU instructors who, in 22 chapters, highlight their 
experiences in developing the Habits of Mind framework in the courses they teach. Doing so, we 
hope, will demonstrate USU’s commitment to offering a strong educational experience for our 
students. In the 21st century, this commitment is more important than ever, especially at an 
institution like Utah State University. 

USU is a land-grant university that carries the prestigious R1 (or “very high research 
activity”) classification from the Carnegie Commission on Higher Education. The R1 
designation means that our faculty and graduate students must meet high standards of research 
productivity and innovation. But research, though crucial for knowledge production, is not the 
only thing that USU department chairs, deans, and administrators care about.  

Unlike many R1 institutions of higher learning, which can shy away from teaching 
excellence as a core component of their mission, USU actively encourages exceptional college-
level teaching. This is evidenced in USU’s three-part “Strategic Direction,” which lists teaching 
first. “We champion exceptional education, research and discovery, and community 
contribution,” the strategic document emphasizes. This three-pronged mission is what makes 
USU a premier land-grant institution, one dedicated to innovation in teaching and learning. As 
Steven Gavazzi (2019), author of Land-Grant Universities for the Future, explained at the USU 
Empowering Teaching Excellence Conference, land-grant universities provide a key service to 
their communities—to “support equitable access to all formats of learning.” With a large 
statewide campus system that is committed to strong in-person teaching, equitable online 
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learning, and a sincere dedication to nontraditional and first-generation students, USU embodies 
Gavazzi’s ideal.  

Many USU instructors have shown dedication to excellence in teaching through 
thoughtful course design, with an explicit goal of helping students succeed in college. Thinking 
deeply about how we structure our courses has become increasingly important. Over the past 30 
years, higher education has become more accessible (Vieira et al., 2020). But colleges and 
universities have also experienced increasing DFWI rates, which refers to the number of Ds, Fs, 
withdrawals, and incompletes awarded in courses (Koch & Drake, 2019). These DFWI rates are 
especially high in introductory and gateway courses (Koch & Drake, 2019). One of the reasons 
for this is that not everyone arrives at institutions of higher learning with the same skillset. While 
some students come to campus with excellent self-regulated learning abilities, for example, 
others lack important knowledge of what skills and dispositions can help them thrive in the post-
secondary education environment.  

Even though we acknowledge that many of our colleagues have recognized the 
importance of purposefully teaching and honing study skills and academic dispositions in their 
courses, we do not want to paint USU as some kind of educational utopia. Some of our 
colleagues are unforgiving with students who seem unprepared for the rigors of a university 
education. Simply put, these faculty members and instructors do not think it is their job to teach 
skills in their courses. Instead, they believe that students should have entered USU with the 
academic dispositions needed to thrive on Day One. Fortunately, we think that the number of our 
colleagues who think this way is rapidly shrinking.  

As universities continue to diversify their student bodies, transformative college 
educators must perceive that they share responsibility in teaching skills and academic 
dispositions—like managing impulsivity, metacognition, and persistence—to students. This is 
especially crucial for instructors at land-grant universities, as our students come from a wide 
range of socioeconomic backgrounds and have an impressive diversity of lived experiences. If 
we value diversity as much as our institutional statements say we do, it is essential to meet 
students on their own terms and to work on making them ready not only for the rigors of a 
university education but also for what they will confront after. With this in mind, we contend that 
fostering Habits of Mind can prepare our students for their challenges of being a 21st-century 
global citizen in a rapidly changing world. 

 
Habits of Mind: An Introduction 

Predominantly a pedagogical framework for primary and secondary educators, Arthur 
Costa and Bena Kallick’s Habits of Mind is a list of “intelligent behaviors” that educators can 
foster in students—and in ourselves—for successful and meaningful learning (Costa & Kallick, 
2008, loc. 133). Costa and Kallick propose a 16-point framework, which we list in the paragraph 
below and explain in greater detail near the end of this introduction, to assist students to 
“habituate effective problem solving” (Costa & Kallick, 2008, loc. 133).  

Costa, Kallick, and Zmuda outline the following 16 Habits of Mind in their framework: 
1) persisting; 2) managing impulsivity; 3) listening with understanding and empathy; 4) thinking 
flexibly; 5) metacognition (thinking about your thinking); 6) striving for accuracy; 7) questioning 
and posing problems; 8) applying past knowledge to new situations; 9) thinking and 
communicating with clarity and precision; 10) gathering data through all senses; 11) creating, 
imagining, and innovating; 12) responding with wonderment and awe; 13) taking responsible 
risks; 14) finding humor; 15) thinking interdependently; and 16) remaining open to continuous 
learning. These Habits of Mind form a strong educational approach for teaching students to have 
the study skills and academic dispositions to succeed in college. 
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First developed in 1982, Costa, Kallick, and Allison Zmuda have revised and updated 
Habits of Mind to meet the demands of learners in the 21st century. In 2017, for instance, Bena 
Kallick and Allison Zmuda published Students at the Center: Personalized Learning With Habits 
of Mind (with a foreword by Costa). In this book, Kallick and Zmuda seek to help educators 
develop “a transformative, student-driven model of personalized learning built on the set of 
dispositions known as the Habits of Mind” (Kallick & Zmuda, 2017, p. 12).  

Despite going through multiple iterations over 40 years, the goal of Habits of Mind has 
remained the same—to teach students aspects of the framework so that they eventually 
internalize effective study skills and academic dispositions. The originators of the Habits of 
Mind framework stress the importance of this internalization process, emphasizing how students 
can use these habits “as an internal compass to guide their thoughts, decisions, and actions,” both 
in their educational careers and as 21st-century global citizens (Costa & Kallick, 2009, p. 3). 
Given the educational inequities that exist in Utah—and throughout the United States—it is 
crucial to focus on Habits of Mind within postsecondary educational contexts. 

As we have developed this edited collection, we have grown increasingly cognizant of 
how the Habits of Mind that we discuss in the following pages can represent a kind of “hidden 
curriculum” (Jackson, 1968) in formal educational settings. This hidden curriculum includes “the 
norms and values that are implicitly, but effectively, taught in schools” (Apple, 2004, p. 78). 
These norms, behaviors, and expectations may be “unacknowledged and unexamined” but 
nevertheless “serve to maintain the status quo” (Gable, 2021, p. ix). Depending on one’s 
upbringing, students may—or may not—have been exposed to certain academic dispositions that 
set them up for success. We contend that it is the job of college-level instructors to make these 
parts of the hidden curriculum visible to our students. Otherwise, many students will continue to 
struggle academically. 

The hidden curriculum perpetuates systems of inequity among college students. 
Understanding how, when, and why to attend an instructor’s office hours, for example, is part of 
the hidden curriculum of college. Though instructors expect students to reach out for help or to 
forge professional connections during office hours, explicit discussions around what office hours 
are and how to use them effectively are often unstated. These implied norms and values can 
present barriers to student success. Nontraditional and first-generation students, many of whom 
have few people to ask about the hidden curriculum, might view attending office hours as a sign 
of weakness. Students with greater levels of social and cultural capital, though, are more likely to 
view office hours as an opportunity to advance their academic performance and professional 
connections (Cataldi et al., 2018, p. 2). 

In addition to the hidden curriculum of higher education, students can often overestimate 
their academic abilities when they first enter college. Many students believe that because they 
achieved academic success in high school, they will continue to be successful in college. This 
mindset can be especially true for students who took Advanced Placement (AP) and concurrent 
enrollment courses. These courses, which take place in high school settings, can earn students 
college credit. But they can also instill too much confidence in students that they already know 
what learning will be like in the college classroom. 

As university-level instructors know well, thriving academically in high school does not 
necessarily equate to college success. To confront the challenges of learning in higher education, 
students must continue to develop and refine their study strategies. They are, after all, learning 
under new circumstances.  

Both of us have seen this process play out for students in our large-enrollment 
introductory surveys. Our first-year students are often surprised that the same study strategies 
they employed in high school have a vastly different impact on their academic performance in 
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college. This is particularly true for students who come from school districts that have eliminated 
homework. Liberated from being in the same school walls for 8 hours each weekday, college 
students must work on important skills and academic dispositions that few of them had to master 
before pursuing postsecondary education. They must determine when they will complete 
readings, create in studios, write papers, conduct experiments in labs, and participate in 
extracurricular activities. The built-in schedule of secondary school is behind them. But they are 
not on their own. College instructors can be mentors and guides to help students acquire the 
study skills and academic dispositions necessary for success. 

We are at an important moment in postsecondary education. In the wake of the Covid-19 
pandemic, many college-level instructors recognize that we must rethink old ways of teaching. It 
is no longer enough to be a “sage on a stage,” hoping that our passion for content knowledge 
seeps into the skulls of our students (Freire, 1970). Instead, we must actively nurture our 
students’ study skills and academic dispositions. Elementary and secondary educators have long 
known that one aspect of their jobs is to develop students’ skills. This important task, however, 
can no longer be lost on instructors in the nation’s colleges. 
 

Habits of Mind at USU 
Over the past 2 decades, USU has become increasingly committed to not only discipline-

specific content mastery but also skills acquisition. This commitment can be seen in three 
interrelated initiatives: the establishment of the Center for Instructional Design and Innovation 
(CIDI); support for the Office of Empowering Teaching Excellence (ETE); and most recently, 
the development of Habits of Mind courses.  

CIDI is one of the most useful teaching resources that either of us have encountered. 
Many universities, including the institution from which we both earned our doctorates, have a 
center for teaching and learning. These centers provide instructors with basic training in 
pedagogy, the use of instructional technology, and equitable and inclusive teaching practices. 
These are needed services, particularly since many doctoral programs have little to no formal 
training for Ph.D. students to learn about effective teaching methods. But most of these centers 
pale in comparison to USU’s CIDI. This is not a simple, biased observation. Our colleagues at 
other institutions have often expressed jealousy when we tell them about the opportunities and 
support that CIDI has provided us.  

ETE, which seeks “to elevate and promote a culture of teaching excellence that leads to 
deeper student learning,” is another resource that advances USU’s mission to achieve 
educational distinction. Through workshops, bootcamps, learning circles, and open-access 
pedagogical publications, ETE helps USU faculty develop student-centered and inclusive 
teaching practices. Both of us have participated in and led learning circles focused on a range of 
topics, including the history of college teaching (Zimmerman, 2020), culturally responsive 
pedagogy and the brain (Hammond, 2014), the use and development of essential questions 
(Wiggins & McTighe, 2005), effective online teaching practices (Darby & Lang, 2019), and 
helping students who may be distracted while learning (Lang, 2020). ETE also hosts a yearly 
conference for USU instructors to share successful teaching practices with one another. 
Participants emerge from these workshops and the annual conference ready to facilitate deeper, 
more meaningful learning for our students. 
 While CIDI and ETE focus specifically on instructor education, USU has also developed 
a series of courses focused on establishing Habits of Mind. This initiative has made a direct 
impact on students’ mastery of study skills and academic dispositions. As part of the Student 
Academic Success program, USU offers several one-credit courses that “address a variety of 
Habits of Mind necessary for success in university work” (USU Academic Support, n.d.). 
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Developed under the leadership of Associate Vice Provost Harrison Kleiner and Executive 
Director of Academic Belonging and Learning Excellence Heidi Kesler, USU’s Habits of Mind 
courses teach students important academic and career dispositions.  

Habits of Mind courses, which Melanie Chambers and Sharon Lyman discuss in more 
detail in Chapter 12 (“Habits of Mind Courses for College Success: Empowering Students to 
Plan and Read”), are taught by learning specialists and academic advisors. These courses foster a 
sense of belonging, equity, and community, all while assisting students in building transferable 
study skills. Kleiner and Kesler, through continual outreach to instructors and students alike, 
have managed to make a noticeable impact on student belonging and success in these courses. 
Kesler’s experience in student retention and completion has been essential for instituting 
interventions that help students succeed at USU. 

Most importantly for our teaching practice, Kleiner encouraged us to incorporate various 
Habits of Mind into our large, introductory surveys. We met with Kleiner about instituting 
Habits of Mind in courses with the highest enrollments in the College of Humanities and Social 
Sciences. As instructors for HIST 1110: European History since 1500 and HIST 1700: American 
History, we teach courses that sometimes have 200-student caps. Interested in seeing our 
students succeed, we were immediately drawn to Kleiner’s and Kesler’s efforts to improve our 
students’ study skills and academic dispositions. Without Kleiner’s support and guidance, we 
may have never been introduced to the important work proposed by Costa, Kallick, and Zmuda. 
By introducing this framework to instructors across the university, Kleiner and Kesler have built 
a community of learning around transferable study skills and academic dispositions. 
 

Habits of Mind in Higher Education 

We firmly believe that Habits of Mind should be developed in every institution of formal 
learning, from preschool through graduate school. Habits of Mind initiatives have a particular 
place in the undergraduate classroom, though, especially at universities with sizable 
nontraditional and first-generation student populations. These initiatives can resemble—and 
build on—what we have established at USU. This includes a focus on programmatic-level 
implementation, such as Habits of Mind courses, as well as by encouraging instructors to 
incorporate Habits of Mind in their introductory and advanced courses.  

What matters most, we think, is that college-level faculty recognize the importance of 
study skills and academic disposition development in postsecondary education. Indeed, as many 
of the authors in this collection note, it is irresponsible to assume that our students roll onto 
campus with the skills needed to thrive in college. That mindset only perpetuates social 
inequalities and the hidden curriculum of college. By building our students’ study skills in a 
concerted and meaningful way, we can play an important role in ensuring their success, not only 
in college but beyond postsecondary education. 

Like most educational frameworks, Habits of Mind is much more than a checklist of 
skills and academic dispositions that we want students to master. And like many approaches to 
educating whole persons, Habits of Mind can look complicated in action. Importantly, Costa 
states that Habits of Mind are rarely “performed in isolation; rather clusters of behaviors are 
drawn forth and used in various situations” (Costa & Kallick, 2008, loc. 538). We recognize that 
our students’ clusters of behaviors, which each author in this collection addresses, can take 
endless forms. However, as educators, we should value the individuality of the students we 
teach, taking the time to comprehend their strengths and to shore up their academic 
shortcomings. This approach to building Habits of Mind will mean that we have a greater impact 
on our students’ lives than if we approached education as the rote teaching of skills and/or 
content. 
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Costa, Kallick, and Zmuda (2023) have created a strong framework for developing Habits 
of Mind. But most of the available literature focuses on Habits of Mind in elementary and 
secondary educational settings. Since there has been less focus on fostering Habits of Mind after 
secondary schooling, in the following section we sketch how Habits of Mind can be adapted to 
and serve students in the college classroom. This emphasis on study skills and academic 
dispositions in the postsecondary context will go a long way in educating all our students. 
Keeping skills at the forefront of our teaching practices will also be important for fostering 
equity in learning. 

Like Costa, we recognize that students pull from multiple Habits of Mind—in various 
circumstances and situations—as they build their study skills and tackle the challenges of higher 
education. Each of the authors in this edited collection highlight multiple Habits of Mind they 
foster in their respective courses. But before someone can understand the intersection—or to use 
Costa’s phrase, the clusters—of Habits of Mind, it is helpful to explore each of the 16 Habits that 
Costa, Kallick, and Zmuda (2023) have proposed. 
 

Persisting in College  
Persisting is one of the Habits of Mind most extensively covered in this edited collection. 

There is good reason for this. As Costa and Kallick state, “students often give up when they 
don’t immediately know the answer to a problem” (2008, loc. 587). Yet persisting is about 
“seeing a task through to completion” (Costa & Kallick, 2008, loc. 195). College students will 
not succeed unless they learn to persist through some difficult learning challenges. In college, 
persisting in learning looks several different ways. It can include overcoming learning setbacks 
during the first year or when making the leap from introductory to upper-division courses. It 
could also involve breaking an assignment into manageable steps and using self-talk to stick 
through a task. It might also involve seeking assistance from campus resources, such as the 
Disability Resource Center (DRC) and writing and tutor centers. Persisting ultimately “means 
persevering in a task through to completion” (Costa et al., 2023, p. 95). 
 

Managing Impulsivity in College  
The importance of managing impulsivity is an essential Habit of Mind at the college 

level. Costa and Kallick define this Habit of Mind as the ability to “remain calm, thoughtful, and 
deliberate” (2008, loc. 200). For college students, this could pertain to a range of issues. 
Academically, students might rush through their assignments, hoping that they earn a good score 
without putting in the appropriate amount of time and effort. They might not read directions 
carefully. Or they could respond hastily to a classmate in an in-person or online discussion. To 
manage their impulsivity, students must slow down, consider their options, and reframe the 
possibilities for succeeding in their courses. As Costa, Kallick, and Zmuda (2023) note, students 
might need to focus on their breathing to settle down. Or they may want to find other strategies 
to keep their emotions under control (p. 95). 
 

Listening with Understanding and Empathy in College  
Refining listening skills involves developing empathy, a skill needed more than ever 

during our politically charged times. Costa and Kallick (2008) define this Habit of Mind as 
seeking “to understand others” while “devot[ing] mental energy to another person” (loc. 200). 
Promoting active and engaged listeners starts with students practicing listening comprehension. 
In building the Habit of Mind of listening with understanding and empathy, instructors must help 
students “hold in abeyance their own values, judgements, opinions, and prejudices” while 
someone else is speaking or when encountering a written text with which they disagree (Costa & 
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Kallick, 2008, loc. 200). Attending college is not only about expanding one’s knowledge in a 
chosen field of study. It is also about interacting and cooperating with those who hold different 
opinions. To improve students’ listening abilities, instructors might implement pauses in 
discussions to be sure that students have processed what someone in class said. Students might 
also paraphrase what people have proposed. Or they can ask questions “to seek clarity and 
precision” of a view, solution, or idea (Costa, Kallick, & Zmuda, 2023, p. 96). 
 

Thinking Flexibly in College  
Thinking flexibly means to “look at a situation another way” (Costa & Kallick, 2008, loc. 

200). Students must build the capacity to look at problems through multiple lenses. A student 
who thinks flexibly can “work within rules, criteria, and regulations” while still providing 
creative solutions to problems (Costa & Kallick, 2008, loc. 645). Thinking flexibly encourages 
students to recognize that there are multiple pathways to a desired result and that there are 
multiple perceptions of which way is “right.” Costa et al. (2023) propose the following questions 
to foster flexible thinking:  

 

• In what other ways might I think about this topic? What is another perspective? 

• How does stepping back and looking at the big picture open my eyes to new ideas? 

• When and why should my thinking and my actions change? 
 

Thinking About Thinking (Metacognition) in College  
Costa, Kallick, and Zmuda (2023) define metacognition as “our ability to know what we 

know and don’t know” (p. 97). Instructors can help students become aware about their study 
skills and academic dispositions through reflective exercises, as discussed in several chapters of 
this edition. These exercises might help students think about the steps and processes they take 
when tackling an assessment. In addition, Costa, Kallick, and Zmuda (2023) stress how 
metacognition “facilitates making temporal and comparative judgements, assessing the readiness 
for more or different activities, and monitoring our interpretations, perceptions, decisions, and 
behaviors” (p. 93). Students may need to think about their own thinking. They might have to 
understand the kind of thinking that they must engage in to complete an assignment. Or students 
could reflect on the strategies they have used to finish a similar assignment in the past. What is 
important, according to Costa, Kallick, and Zmuda (2023), is for students “to become more 
aware of their own thinking and to monitor their plans of action” (p. 97). 
 

Striving for Accuracy in College  
Costa and Kallick define striving for accuracy as a “desire for exactness, fidelity, 

craftsmanship, and truth” (2008, loc. 208). Accuracy should not only mean a reiteration of facts 
and figures, though. Striving for accuracy in college can also entail demonstrating keen mastery 
over a theory or concept, illustrating careful craftsmanship in artistic work, or editing and 
revising a paper multiple times. Students who strive for accuracy concern themselves with 
creating excellent, well-defined products instead of getting a task done as soon as possible. As 
Costa, Kallick, and Zmuda (2023) note, “[p]eople who strive for accuracy work to attain the 
highest possible standards and pursue ongoing learning in order to bring a laser-like focus of 
energies to task accomplishment” (p. 98). Students who strive for accuracy check their work with 
a peer and finish work early enough so they can revisit what they did before turning in their 
assignment. 
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Questioning and Posing Problems in College  
Knowing how to ask questions, develop hypotheses, and pose problems are key 

hallmarks of the higher level thinking championed in higher education. Costa and Kallick define 
this Habit of Mind as the development of “a questioning attitude” (2008, loc. 208). We ask 
college students to define knowledge for themselves, and this requires students to pose questions 
to new and old problems alike. Instructors should help students develop academic and 
professional skepticism. When possible, we should cognitively model the messy process of 
research. Instructors can help students dig deeper into the sources, data, and arguments presented 
to them. The key, according to Costa, Kallick, and Zmuda (2023), is for students to generate, 
analyze, and prioritize questions before deciding on actions to answer their questions (p. 99). 
 

Applying Past Knowledge to New Situations in College  
Adult learning theory suggests that “adults’ life experiences are a rich resource for 

learning” (Merriam & Bierema, 2012, p. 12). Instructors should regularly encourage college 
students to “access prior knowledge” (Costa & Kallick, 2008, loc. 208) and to apply past 
learning and experience from one assessment to another. Instructors, in other words, should 
encourage students to incorporate feedback, critique, and past experiences to current assessments 
and activities. Students can then reflect on prior learning, actively make connections, and extend 
their thinking by asking additional questions (Costa, Zallick, & Zmuda, 2023, p. 99). 
 

Thinking and Communicating with Clarity and Precision in College  
Costa and Kallick define this Habit of Mind as the ability to “be clear” and “avoid 

overgeneralizations, distortions, and deletions” (2008, loc. 208). Students should communicate 
their ideas using correct terminology, labels, and other competencies as required by the 
discipline. Their communication—whether written or oral—should be easily understood by their 
peers. By modeling effective prose, instructors can encourage their students to avoid vague 
language and overgeneralizations. Costa, Kallick, and Zmuda (2023) write that “[l]anguage and 
thinking are closely entwined: enriching the complexity and specificity of language 
simultaneously produces more effective thinking” (p. 100). To avoid overgeneralizations, 
deletions, and distortions, students can mentally rehearse their responses for in-class discussions, 
avoid emotional reactions to content, and seek feedback from others before submitting an 
assignment (Costa, Kallick, & Zmuda, 2023, p. 100). 
 

Gathering Data through All Senses in College  
 Costa and Kallick (2008) encourage the gathering of data through all the sensory paths—
sight, sound, taste, touch, and smell. Costa, Kallick, and Zmuda (2023) further note the 
following: “When you recall information from [an] experience, the brain reactivates or 
reconstructs the circuit in which it was stored. The more sensory modalities that were activated, 
the more triggers the brain has for reactivating the circuit” (p. 101). Instructors might think more 
expansively about the senses we can have our students draw from when completing an 
assignment. Students might use their senses when they are trying to remember something. 
Instructors could use role-plays and have students act out a historical event. Or students might 
visit a place of worship or a restaurant serving a cuisine they have never had. Doing so would 
challenge students to reflect on what they see, hear, taste, touch, and smell in these locations. 
 

Creating, Imagining, Innovating in College  
Developing students’ abilities for creativity is an essential Habit of Mind. Students 

should “seek originality” (Costa & Kallick, 2008, loc. 208). According to Costa, Kallick, and 
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Zmuda (2023), “Creative people take risks and push the boundaries of their perceived limits. 
They are intrinsically motivated, working on the task because of the aesthetic challenge rather 
than the material rewards” (p. 102). Students do not need to be artistic to create, imagine, and 
innovate. They could think by using analogies between seemingly disparate disciplines. Students 
might try a new app to create and imagine a solution to a problem. They could innovate (or 
create altogether) a technological solution to an issue plaguing society. Or groups of students 
might develop a business plan to bring their idea for a store, restaurant, or other capitalistic 
venture to life. In short, creating, imagining, and innovating, though important for the arts, can 
be incorporated throughout the college curriculum. 
 

Responding with Wonderment and Awe in College  
 “When the world around us sparks our interest and ignites our sense of wonder,” writes 
Costa, Kallick, and Zmuda (2023), “we are inspired to learn, to explore, to imagine possibilities” 
(p. 103). Responding with wonderment and awe means that students enjoy the complexities of 
the world around them. It is particularly important for students to explore new ideas and places 
in college. Going to museums (or different places of worship, as suggested above) can foster the 
Habit of Mind of responding with wonderment and awe. Encouraging students to recognize and 
appreciate the beauty, intricacies, and complications of a concept or discipline are essential for 
the Habit of Mind, too. Instructors can model responding to wonderment and awe by 
demonstrating their own enthusiasm for their chosen discipline of study and make known when 
they have learned something new, especially about their area of specialization. 
 

Taking Responsible Risks in College  
Students often focus more on whether they submit a “correct” answer than putting time 

and effort into understanding the process of finding an answer. This black-and-white thinking 
demonstrates how uncomfortable many students are with uncertainty. “Risk-taking requires a 
leap into the unknown,” note Costa, Kallick, and Zmuda (2023), “requiring a tolerance for 
ambiguity” (p. 104). To develop student risk takers, instructors can model failure as part of the 
learning process. In addition, we can provide opportunities for students to gain experience with 
the liminal state of uncertainty. By scaffolding learning into smaller chunks and allowing 
students the opportunity to fail on low-stakes formative assessments, students learn to take 
responsible risks that can eventually result in high rewards. Costa, Kallick, and Zmuda (2023) 
observe that taking responsible risks can help students take on tasks that they otherwise might 
not.  
 

Finding Humor in College  
 College should not only be a space for serious scholarly study. It should also be a place of 
joy, humor, and enjoyment. Costa and Kallick (2008) define this Habit of Mind as the ability to 
“laugh at yourself when you can” (loc. 217). This Habit of Mind could also be defined as 
“humanizing” the classroom (Rawle et al., n.d., para. 1). College-level instructors understand 
that they are often teaching their students academically and personally difficult topics for the first 
time. Yet humor is not only an effective way to humanize the learning experience for college 
students. It is also important for learning. “Humor has been found to liberate creativity and 
provoke higher-level thinking skills such as anticipation, finding novel relationships, visual 
imagery, and making analogies,” pen Costa, Kallick, and Zmuda (2023, p. 104).  
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Thinking Interdependently in College  
“Thinking interdependently,” according to Costa, Kallick, and Zmuda (2023), “means 

knowing that we will benefit from participating in and contributing to ideas, inventions, and 
problem solving” (p. 105). Group projects are a common feature of some college-level learning. 
But instructors can think about constructing more meaningful group learning assessments for 
college students. Thinking interdependently is especially important at the postsecondary level. 
College students need to improve their listening and consensus-seeking skills if they want to be 
ready for their future careers. Costa, Kallick, and Zmuda (2023) highlight how interdependent 
people “envision the expanding capacities of the group and its members.” In addition, these three 
writers note that interdependent people “value and draw on the resources of others to enhance 
their own personal competencies” (p. 105). Instructors can help students learn to collaborate with 
their peers, whether by taking the lead over a project or through taking direction from someone 
else. 
 

Remaining Open to Continuous Learning in College  
College provides students the opportunity to learn about an impressive range of 

disciplines and topics. But to do so, students must be open to continuous learning. “Remaining 
open to continuous learning,” Costa, Kallick, and Zmuda (2023) write, “is an essential 
characteristic of self-directed, continual, lifelong learners” (p. 106). Instructors should model 
being open to continuous learning by admitting when they do not know something. More 
importantly, we can show students that even with so many years of formal education, we still 
want to know more about what we specialize in. This can encourage college students to have 
humility and pride when they admit what they do not know (Costa, Kallick, & Zmuda, 2023, p. 
106). Doing so can keep them open to new ideas, setting them up for a lifetime of continuous 
learning after they leave college. 
 

Conclusion 
The utility of the Habits of Mind framework is that it is adaptable for a range of 

educational contexts. Although the Habits of Mind explored in this edited collection can be 
taught before a student enters college, these Habits remain important throughout one’s 
postsecondary education. In the following 22 chapters, USU instructors detail how they have 
developed teaching philosophies, syllabi, class content, and assessments around various points 
from Costa, Kallick, and Zmuda’s (2023) Habits of Mind framework. These chapters illustrate 
how to help students improve their study skills and academic dispositions. We believe that this 
edited collection will be particularly valuable for instructors and administrators at USU as well 
as at other large, public, land-grant universities.  

Habits of Mind: Designing Courses for Student Success is divided into four thematic 
sections: Starting, Reflecting, Growing, and Mooring. These sections group chapters that engage 
with similar Habits of Mind, sometimes in disparate ways, to demonstrate the diversity of 
approaches to Habits of Mind in the college classroom. Section I: Starting explores how 
instructors, especially in gateway courses, begin to foster Habits of Mind. This section highlights 
multiple ways to infuse the college curriculum with Habits of Mind from the beginning of our 
students’ journeys in postsecondary education. Section II: Reflecting showcases the importance 
of reflection and metacognition in college learning, especially in lower and mid-division courses. 
This section spotlights some best practices for helping students think about their thinking. 
Section III: Growing highlights the wide variety of ways that college instructors have 
encouraged students to develop growth mindsets, persist in learning, and think flexibly in myriad 
disciplines. These chapters emphasize that learning is a continual process, especially as students 
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move onto mid- and upper-division courses. Section IV: Mooring explores how USU instructors 
challenge students to apply their skills to difficult situations and circumstances, including those 
outside of the traditional classroom. This section demonstrates how postsecondary learning 
environments can develop students’ Habits of Mind in ways to improve the local community and 
prepare college students for the world beyond the academy. 

In each of these sections, the commitment of USU instructors to student success is 
apparent. Our efforts to develop our students’ Habits of Mind is a core feature of what we have 
started to accomplish at Utah State University. We hope that the approaches discussed in this 
edited collection will inspire other postsecondary educators to think about what Habits they can 
infuse in their courses and programs for academic success.  
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Section I: Starting 
 
This section explores how instructors foster Habits of Mind, especially in gateway courses. Chris 
Babits illustrates how Habits of Mind can reduce DFWI rates in an introductory history course. 
Jennifer Grewe introduces readers to the USU Connections program, a 3-day orientation for first-
year students that integrates Habits of Mind skills to promote academic buoyancy, especially 
among lesser prepared and first-generation students. Cree Taylor discusses how she embeds 
Habits of Mind in first-year composition courses to help students thrive in college. Doris 
McGonagill explains how she infuses sustainability learning in the upper-division second 
language classroom, though the issues raised in this chapter should “trickle down” into gateway 
courses. Finally, Missy Kofoed examines how she uses Habits of Mind to reveal the “hidden 
curriculum” of college in CHEM 1010.  
 
Habits of Mind discussed in this section include: 

• Persisting 

• Thinking flexibly 

• Applying past knowledge to new situations 

• Thinking about your thinking (metacognition) 

• Managing impulsivity 

• Striving for accuracy 

• Taking responsible risks 

• Remaining open to continuous learning 
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Chapter 1  

The Irresponsibility of Doing Nothing: Using Habits of Mind to Reduce DFWI 
Rates in a Gateway History Course 

Chris Babits 

  
My first teaching job, which I started in 2007, was as an on-campus boarding 

schoolteacher near the shores of Long Island Sound. Though my high school students came from 
affluent backgrounds, few of them had found success in formal learning environments. Some 
faced learning challenges. Many had been expelled from—or failed at—prestigious private 
schools because of drug dependency. Somewhere along the way, they had all missed some of the 
basic strategies needed to succeed academically. Much of my job, then, revolved around teaching 
these students the skills needed for academic and career success. 
 Fourteen years later, I reflected on my experiences as an educator to rethink what I was 
trying to accomplish in the asynchronous college classroom. I had finished my first year of 
teaching at Utah State University, at which point too many of my students were not thriving in 
HIST 1700: American History. There were many reasons for this. The Covid-19 pandemic 
affected some of the most important years of students’ formal learning. The asynchronous online 
format of the course was different—and challenging—for many students, too. And I was 
teaching a general education course that few students seemed particularly enthusiastic about at 
the outset of the semester, largely because they had taken years of U.S. history during their 
elementary and secondary schooling. I knew that I had to change something in HIST 1700 to 
ensure that students succeeded at higher rates. The solution was to implement some of the study 
skills I taught as a high school history teacher into the online asynchronous classroom. 
 I was not a novice when it came to engaging with how-to texts and academic scholarship 
on teaching study skills. When I taught high school, for instance, we read, as a faculty, books 
about executive functioning. Our students, especially those with attention-deficit/hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHD), faced issues with impulse control, self-monitoring, and organization. I liked 
the executive functioning model as a faculty member. It challenged me to think more deeply 
about my students. But its terminology is somewhat jargon laden and limiting. It might help me 
think about how students need to improve certain skills. But I wanted to find a model of 
academic success that would be much more accessible for the students I teach in HIST 1700. 
 The Habits of Mind framework (Costa & Kallick, 2000), which I had not encountered 
before teaching at Utah State, presented an opportunity to improve my teaching. It provided 
numerous ways of thinking about how I could help students in American History learn study 
skills and academic dispositions. It was also consistent with the kinds of study skills-oriented 
courses already being taught at Utah State, as this book’s introduction makes clear. After a 
conversation with Associate Vice Provost Harrison Kleiner, who has championed the Habits of 
Mind approach at USU, we knew we could foster effective study skills in high-enrollment 
humanities courses. Since most of the students who enroll in HIST 1700 are first- or second-
years, we recognized the opportunity to shape their college careers. When examining the work of 
Arthur Costa, Bena Kallick, and Allison Zmuda (Costa and Kallick, 2008; Kallick and Zmuda, 
2017), I thought that American History could foster four specific Habits of Mind—managing 
impulsivity; striving for accuracy; thinking and communicating with clarity and precision; and 
creating, imagining, and innovating.  

This chapter focuses on how I use several assessments in HIST 1700 to promote these 
four Habits of Mind. Before addressing how I seek to foster these Habits of Mind, though, I 
describe the course’s “choose your own grading adventure.” This assessment approach provides 
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students near-endless paths to an A. In the remainder of the chapter, I demonstrate how I 
introduced Habits of Mind assignments throughout HIST 1700. These assignments, I contend, 
help students manage their impulsivity, strive for accuracy, think and communicate with clarity 
and precision, and create, imagine, and innovate historical knowledge. 
 

Choosing Your Own Grading Adventure 
 I created HIST 1700 around an innovative grading adventure, one where students select 
from a vast range of assignments to build their grade over the course of the semester. The points-
based system, where everyone starts with a zero and is rewarded with points for completing 
assignments, means that students are not “punished” for doing poorly on individual assignments 
(Feldman, 2019). Even if they get a low score on something, these points apply to their final 
grade. In HIST 1700, there are over 300 assessments from which students can earn points. If a 
student accumulates 282 points by the end of the semester, they earn an A in HIST 1700. (See 
Figure 1.1 for the course’s grading scale.) But what does this process look like for students in 
American History? This section provides a brief overview of the grading adventure, which I have 
explained in more detail elsewhere (Babits, 2023; Babits, in press). 

Figure 1.1 

HIST 1700 Grading Scale 

Grading Scale in HIST 1700’s “Choose Your Own Grading Adventure” 

Letter Grade Points Needed for Letter Grade 

A 282 (or more)  

A- 270–281 

B+ 261–269 

B 252–260 

B- 240–251 

C+ 231–239 

C 222–230 

C- 210–221 

D+ 201–209 

D 192–200 

D- 180–191 

F Under 180 

Note. I found that operating on a 300-point grading scale challenges students to work the 6 to 9 
hours recommended for a three-credit college course. 
 
 Initially, I developed a set of essential questions (EQs) that serve as content anchors for 
the course (Wiggins & McTighe, 1998; McTighe & Willis, 2019). I built HIST 1700 around five 
EQs on the following topics: America’s role in the world; civil rights; economics and labor; 
government and power; and women and gender. (See Figure 1.2 for the most recent wording of 
American History’s EQs.) These EQs offer students a chance to answer open-ended historical 
inquiries as they engage with the course’s content. Most importantly, every resource in HIST 
1700, from lectures and TED Talks to primary sources and academic articles, helps to answer an 
essential question. By having well-crafted EQs, I curated the course’s curriculum around myriad 
student interests.  
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 When I first assembled HIST 1700’s curricular materials, I kept these EQs in mind. I 
selected lecture topics that were not only accessible and interesting but helped to answer the 
course’s essential questions. I chose primary source and textbook readings that furthered student 
comprehension on these essential questions. I was able to select academic articles that challenged 
students to read and think critically about historical interpretation and argumentation on the five 
EQ topics. And I created several assignments, such as a primary source analysis, that tasked 
students with synthesizing the information they had learned from the various sources I provide in 
HIST 1700. 
 
Figure 1.2 

The Most Recent Wording for the Essential Questions (EQs) in HIST 1700: American History 

Essential Questions (EQs) From HIST 1700: American History 

America’s Role in the 
World 

How has the United States’ foreign policy changed from the 
1790s through September 11? 

Civil Rights What similarities and differences in the struggle for civil rights 
have two (or more) of the following groups faced: African 
Americans, Native Americans, women, Mexican Americans, 
Asian Americans, and/or LGBTQIA+ individuals? 

Economics and Labor How has the American economy changed since the nation’s 
founding? 

Government and Power How have various figures, from presidents to average citizens, 
interpreted the nature of governmental power? 

Women and Gender What people, events, and organizations have shaped the political, 
social, and economic fight for women’s equality? 

Note. These EQs replaced longer, more detailed ones starting in the summer 2023 semester. 
 

Eventually, I settled on a scoring scale for each assignment included in the course. I 
assign only a few points for easier—and less time-consuming—assessments, whereas students 
can earn a higher number of points for assignments that take longer to complete. If a lecture is 15 
minutes, for instance, students can earn one point for watching that lecture and answering 
multiple choice, fill-in-the-blank, and true-and-false quiz questions. Longer lectures come with 
quizzes worth a higher number of points. Tougher challenges, such as reading and answering 
questions about an academic article or turning in a primary source analysis, can earn students 
many more points. For the article analyses, for example, students can receive up to 15 points for 
locating and paraphrasing a scholar’s argument, identifying the primary source base from which 
the scholar draws, and offering constructive criticism of the article.  

As mentioned above, students must earn 282 points over the course of the semester to 
earn an A in American History. This grading scale has changed over time, mostly to have 
students average between 6 and 9 hours of work per week, as recommended for three-credit 
college courses (Utah State University Academic Support, n.d.). Each week, however, has many 
more assessment choices from which students can choose than they could likely complete. To 
understand how many choices students have, see Figure 1.3, which displays the range of 
historical content students can engage with as they dive into the topic of race and social memory 
(Rodgers, 2011). 

Figure 1.3 
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Race and Social Memory Assessment Choices in HIST 1700 

Week #8: 
Race and Social Memory 

Lectures • The Chinese Exclusion Act (12 minutes 57 seconds) 

• Japanese Internment in World War II (24 minutes 57 seconds) 

• The Great Migration and the Harlem Renaissance (19 minutes 42 
seconds) 

• African American Civil Rights before 1945 (29 minutes 37 
seconds) 

• The “Classical” Civil Rights Movement (32 minutes 49 seconds) 

• From Black Power to #BLM (39 minutes 17 seconds) 

Primary Sources1 • Chinese Merchant Complains of Racist Abuse (1860) 

• Chinese Immigrants Confront Anti-Chinese Prejudice (1885 and 
1903) 

• James D. Phelan, “Why the Chinese Should Be Excluded” (1901) 

• Marcus Garvey, Explanation of the Objects of the Universal 
Negro Improvement Association (1921) 

• Alain Locke on the “New Negro” (1925) 

• Hiram Evans on “The Klan’s Fight for Americanism” (1926) 

• A. Philip Randolph on a March on Washington (1941) 

• Aiko Herzig-Yoshinaga on Japanese Internment (1942/1944) 

• Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka (1954) 

• Hernandez v. Texas (1954) 

• Rosa Parks on Life in Montgomery, Alabama (1956-1958) 

• Fannie Lou Hamer, Testimony at the Democratic National 
Convention (1964) 

• Lyndon Johnson on Voting Rights and the American Promise 
(1965) 

• Lyndon Johnson, Howard University Commencement Address 
(1965) 

• Report of the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders 
(1968) 

• Native Americans Occupy Alcatraz (1969) 

• Jesse Jackson on the Rainbow Coalition (1984) 

TED Talks • The Dark History of the Chinese Exclusion Act (5 minutes 57 
seconds) 

• The Dark History of IQ Tests (6 minutes 9 seconds) 

• The Complicated History of Surfing (5 minutes 39 seconds) 

• The Movement That Inspired the Holocaust (4 minutes 56 
seconds) 

• The Hidden Life of Rosa Parks (4 minutes 59 seconds) 

 
1 Primary sources are from Joseph Locke and Ben Wright (2019), The American Yawp Reader. 
Stanford University Press. https://www.americanyawp.com/reader.html. 
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• An Unsung Hero of the Civil Rights Movement (4 minutes 29 
seconds) 

• Notes of a Native Son: The World According to James Baldwin 
(4 minutes 13 seconds) 

• Ugly History: The U.S. Syphilis Experiment (5 minutes 18 
seconds) 

• The Chaotic Brilliance of Artist Jean-Michel Basquiat (4 minutes 
32 seconds) 

Academic Articles • Jacquelyn Down Hall, “The Long Civil Rights Movement and the 
Political Uses of the Past,” The Journal of American History 91, 
no. 4 (March 2005): 1233–1263. 

• Troy Johnson, “The Occupation of Alcatraz Island: Roots of 
American Indian Activism,” Wicazo Sa Review 10, no. 2 
(Autumn 1994): 63–79. 

• Edward J. Escobar, “The Dialectics of Repression: The Los 
Angeles Police Department and the Chicano Movement, 1968-
1971,” The Journal of American History 79, no. 4 (March 1993): 
1483–1514. 

Habits of Mind • Revise and Resubmit Your Primary Source Reading Grid and/or 
History Meme Submitted from Week #6 

Note. This week follows one on earlier histories of race, racial identity, and racial ideology, 
though I have included diverse perspectives from people of color throughout the course. 
 

After teaching HIST 1700 for two semesters, I reflected on what my students struggled 
with. Most students responded to the course positively, both in communication with me and in 
course evaluations. They enjoyed having freedom and control over what they learned. Many 
liked having the option to engage with historic content they never encountered in elementary and 
secondary schools. The grading adventure seemed to be a hit (Babits, 2023). Yet I had some 
concerns over my students’ mastery of American history as well as the Habits of Mind they were 
(or were not) developing in a general education course. Additionally, some students struggled 
with aspects of the class. Around 15% of students either received a D or F or withdrew from the 
course. It was not responsible, I thought, to keep teaching the course without addressing these 
issues. My solution was to include assignments, which students could complete for five points 
each, that might address some of the Habits of Mind that the grading adventure could foster. 
 
 

Managing Impulsivity 
When I examined some of the data Canvas collected about students who completed HIST 

1700 during the 2020–2021 academic year, I noticed a potential problem; it appeared that 
students responded too hastily to the assignments I created. Sometimes, they turned in work that 
showed quick engagement with recorded lectures and readings. Other times they made surface-
level connections between lectures, TED Talks, and primary sources. In other instances, they 
turned in written work that was rushed as a due date approached. I recognized that the desire to 
earn points was strong. In fact, I wanted students to feel the kind of dopamine rush that scholars 
of gamification emphasize in their work (Deterding et al., 2011; Ertan & Kocadere, 2022; Sailer 
& Homner, 2020). But I also wanted students to manage their impulsivity as they completed the 
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class. To accomplish this, I created two note-taking assignments for the first week of the 
semester that could help students slow down and be more thoughtful and deliberate in their 
engagement with the course. 
 The two Habits of Mind assignments for Week #1 tasked students to turn in sets of notes 
on the material they learned. For “Habits of Mind: Cornell Notes,” I asked students to turn in 
Cornell notes on two of the assigned primary sources from the first week. On an assignment 
page, I include a short video on how to organize Cornell notes, though I have also created a 
Cornell notes template that they can download and use. The last part of the worksheet challenges 
students to connect each primary source to one of the course’s EQs. This part of the note-taking 
worksheet is admittedly the hardest. But it is an essential learning opportunity for students. They 
must slow down and reflect on what they read in the primary sources. This part of the assignment 
asks students to be thoughtful and deliberative as they make sense of what someone in the past 
wrote or said about events in U.S. history. 
 The second note-taking assignment is titled “Habits of Mind: Outline Notes.” In this 
assignment, students turn in outline notes for two of the course’s lectures. After one year of 
teaching this asynchronous online course, I learned that many students watched my lectures at 
double speed. Although I was not personally offended that they wanted to complete their work at 
a faster pace, I knew that this approach could hurt them in the long run. Like the Cornell note 
assignment, students have a video to watch about how to structure outline notes. I also created an 
outline note-taking template for them to download and use. By asking students to turn in their 
outline notes for two lectures, I wanted to relay the importance of slowing down when learning. 
Instead of impulsively clicking the double speed button to get through work faster, the outline 
note-taking assignment could relay the importance of remaining calm and being thoughtful while 
engaging with lecture material. 
 Over the past couple years, these notetaking assignments have helped students get a good 
jump start in American History. In spring 2023, 190 students enrolled in HIST 1700. Thirty-
seven students submitted the Cornell notes assignment, whereas 33 submitted their outline notes. 
Each assignment was worth five points. Most students earned the full five points, though for 
those who did not, I was able to offer some valuable feedback on how to manage their 
impulsivity. For some students, I emphasized how they needed to be attentive to directions. This 
was especially the case for students who turned in notes on lectures for the Cornell notes 
assignment or outline notes on primary sources. As Costa et al. (2023) write, these students need 
to think before acting and remain calm, thoughtful, and deliberate when working through the 
assignment (p. 95). More often, I coach students on answering the course’s EQs. After receiving 
this feedback, many students learn to be much more attentive to what is being asked of them. In 
other words, they start to manage their impulsivity. 
 

Striving for Accuracy 
 History is an interpretative discipline. Historians read the residua of the past, and we 
come up with arguments about what these traces of the past mean. But our interpretations must 
rest not necessarily on some objective truth but rather on a striving for accuracy in primary and 
secondary source analyses. To help students strive for accuracy, I created assignments around the 
analysis of primary sources and academic articles. These two assessments push students to set 
high standards for their reading and writing skills, to take time to check over and refine their 
responses, and “apply criteria of excellence” to produce quality work (Costa, Kallick, & Zmuda, 
2023). 
 The assignment called “Habits of Mind: Reading for Argument in a Primary Source,” 
which I assign during the second week of the semester, is relatively basic. Students must share 
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which primary source from the course they chose to analyze. They must then identity the 
author’s argument in the exact words used in the primary source. This is one approach to helping 
students strive for accuracy as they read and analyze primary sources. The last part of the 
assignment asks students to paraphrase the author’s argument. By putting the author’s argument 
into their own words, students must present an accurate—and fair—portrayal of the author’s 
point of view. Though history is an interpretative discipline, historians must show a fidelity to 
the traces of the past that we have at our disposal. This kind of accuracy, which we hope students 
strive for, is important in our courses. 
 In “Habits of Mind: Reading for Argument in an Academic Article,” also assigned in 
Week #2, I ask students to read and analyze Michael A. McDonnell’s (1998) “Popular 
Mobilization and Political Culture in Revolutionary Virginia: The Failure of the Minutemen and 
the Revolution from Below.” In short, McDonnell argues that the Minutemen model of militia 
service, though key for revolutionary military service in New England, failed to take root in 
Virginia. Instead, the lower- and middle-sorts, as McDonnell calls them, actively negotiated to 
build a more democratic political order in Virginia through revolutionary military service. This is 
a well-written article, though it challenges many of the simplistic versions of the American 
Revolution students learn before college. It is a great example to help students strive for accuracy 
in their reading and writing. 
 Like the primary source Habits of Mind assignment, the academic article analysis 
challenges students to find the source’s argument. Since this is a hard task, I offer some guidance 
for students, telling them where the introduction ends and where the scholar’s conclusion begins. 
This way, they know they should be reading much more than the opening and the final 
paragraphs to find McDonnell’s argument. The second question asks students to put 
McDonnell’s argument into their own words. I suggest that students start this part of the 
assignment with the following phrase: “In ‘Popular Mobilization and Political Culture in 
Revolutionary Virginia: The Failure of the Minutemen and the Revolution from Below,” 
Michael A. McDonnell argues that…” This part of the assignment directions models for students 
how to write for specificity and accuracy. 
 Out of the 190 students enrolled in HIST 1700 in spring 2023, 27 submitted the “Reading 
for Argument in a Primary Source” assignment and 13 turned in the “Reading for Argument in 
an Academic Article” assignment. Students scored well on analyzing primary sources and 
McDonnell’s article, averaging around 4.5 points for each of these assignments. These data 
highlight how students have strengths in analyzing sources on their own terms. However, as the 
next section demonstrates, students have a more difficult time making connections between the 
sources I provide in HIST 1700. Because of this, I needed to devise ways to scaffold the learning 
process for students to understand how they must draw from multiple course sources to answer 
the EQs. 
 

Thinking and Communicating with Clarity and Precision 
Striving for accuracy when trying to understand a single primary source does not 

automatically translate into thinking and communicating with clarity and precision across 
multiple sources. This might seem like an obvious statement, as it is cognitively challenging to 
assemble and make sense of large amounts of information. But since I want my students to be 
able to synthesize and communicate information with clarity and precision, I challenge them to 
make sense of the course’s EQs throughout HIST 1700. This ensures that I scaffold the process 
of corroboration, one of the key historical thinking skills outlined by Sam Wineburg (2001, 
2018) and other scholars of history education (Monte-Sano, 2011; Reisman, 2012; VanSledright, 
2014). 
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In Week #3, I ask students to start assembling the information they have learned to 
understand the course’s main themes. In the assignment called “Habits of Mind: Making Sense 
of the EQs,” students identify the essential question they want to begin to answer; list three 
course sources they will use to answer the EQ; and write a four-to-six-sentence answer to the 
essential question. This assignment implements important scaffolds for students who want to 
complete a primary source analysis in Week #6. Most importantly, by starting to answer an 
essential question in Week #3, I can offer valuable feedback for students who want to earn a 
sizable number of points for completing a primary source analysis. 

Eighteen students answered the questions for “Making Sense of the EQs” in spring 2023. 
But many of these students struggled with making sense of the essential questions. In my 
comments for the Habits of Mind assignment, I push students to make meaningful connections 
between the sources. That way, they can present a fuller portrayal of history than they had in 
their response. On top of this, I offer feedback to help students build their responses to be clearer. 
This is especially important to help students “avoid overgeneralizations, deletions, and 
distortions” (Costa, Kallick, & Zmuda, 2023, p. 100) of complex historical events. 

Some students seem to impulsively connect disparate sources to answer a guiding 
question. I have no concrete data to back up why I think this happens. Yet, after teaching the 
course for six semesters, it seems like the option to pick and choose which course lectures, TED 
Talks, and readings to complete can make a student’s comprehension of U.S. history somewhat 
muddled. In these cases, I look for the essence of what a student wants to convey in their written 
answers, and I suggest that other course sources might be more useful for the point they would 
like to make. In this way, I support student learning by modeling how to arrange and synthesize 
information to improve written clarity and precision. My goal is to help students recognize how 
they need to find corroborating evidence from course sources to answer the EQs. 
 

Creating, Imagining, Innovating 
 Thus far, I have outlined HIST 1700’s grading adventure, described some assignments 
and topics covered in the course, and offered insight into how I provide crucial academic 
supports through Habits of Mind assignments. In this section, I want to switch gears to highlight 
how one of American History’s highest point assignments, the History Meme, addresses the 
Habit of Mind of creating, imagining, and innovating. 
 From the first semester I taught HIST 1700, I have offered students the option to 
complete the History Meme assignment. For this assessment option, students make an original 
meme based on the content they are learning in the course. I have detailed directions for how 
students can make their meme using an online meme generator. In addition to creating a meme 
based on history, students must write two short essays. In the first essay, students explain their 
meme so that someone with little to no knowledge of U.S. history would understand what 
historical content the meme conveys. In the second essay, students share how their meme helps 
to answer one of the course’s essential questions. Making a meme and writing two strong essays, 
complete with references to and citations from course sources, can earn students up to 30 points 
on the History Meme assignment. 
 The Habit of Mind on creating, imagining, and innovating challenges us to play with new 
ideas. The History Meme assignment is a fun—though rigorous—assessment where students get 
to apply the historical knowledge that they glean from HIST 1700. Students often experiment 
with several popular memes as they develop something that captures their perspective on U.S. 
history. This includes more than selecting an image, though. Students sometimes message me 
with several phrases they are debating for their meme. By experimenting with the interplay 
between a visual and text, students create a novel meme. 
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 Students turn in excellent work for the History Meme assignment, demonstrating some of 
the core components of creating, imagining, and innovating. This is likely the case because they 
do not have to take themselves too seriously and they can harness the power of play. Students 
who create memes that offer cutting indictments of racism, sexism, homophobia, and other forms 
of discrimination, on the other hand, take responsible risks when completing the History Meme 
assignment (Costa, Kallick, & Zmuda, 2023). Since many of my students have had few 
opportunities to move past a monumental interpretation of U.S. history, HIST 1700’s meme 
assignment is a chance to lunge for a critical evaluation of historic people, places, and events 
(Nietzsche, 2019). 
 I offer students three opportunities—in Week #6 and Week #12 and during finals—to 
turn in the History Meme assignment. In spring 2023, 34 students submitted a meme in Week #6, 
earning an average of 20.24 out of 30 points. In Week #12, 19 students submitted the meme 
assignment, earning 22.2 points on average. And 15 students, earning an average of 22.23 points, 
submitted a meme during finals. Though these assignment averages are on the lower side, it is 
important to note that students generally lost points on one of the grading criteria—incorporating 
course sources into their written essays. The History Meme assignment, then, provides me yet 
another chance to help students strengthen other Habits of Mind, such as managing impulsivity, 
striving for accuracy, and thinking and communicating with clarity and precision. 
 

Habits of Mind in HIST 1700: American History 
 In this chapter, I highlighted some of the ways I seek to build students’ Habits of Mind in 
an introductory survey of U.S. history. Focusing on these Habits of Mind in a general education 
course is one way to ensure that our students gain the skills and dispositions to succeed in 
college and in their careers. Some instructors and professors might scoff at inserting study-skills 
assignments into their classes, thinking that their students should enter college with their abilities 
already developed enough to engage with university-level assignments from Day One. This 
belief, which is an elitist remnant of the past, cannot remain the mindset of educators, 
particularly at a land-grant institution like Utah State University. Instead, we need to think more 
purposefully about the Habits of Mind that our respective disciplines foster, especially in 
introductory courses. That way, we can prepare our students for upper-division coursework and 
the challenges that they may confront in the workplace. 

For general education courses like HIST 1700, I had a near endless number of Habits of 
Mind that I could help students develop. I could have, for example, doubled down on a Habit of 
Mind that the historical discipline emphasizes—listening with understanding and empathy. I 
could have created assignments where students gathered data through all senses. Or I could have 
implemented more group assignments to help students think interdependently. But after a year of 
teaching American History, I decided to focus more on helping students manage their 
impulsivity; strive for accuracy; think and communicate with clarity and precision; and create, 
imagine, and innovate. These Habits of Mind, I thought, would have the most transferability 
from an introductory history course to what students might confront throughout college and in 
their careers.  

Trying to improve four Habits of Mind in a general education course has been an 
ambitious—and time-consuming—undertaking; but it has been a necessary one. It has not only 
prevented me from perpetuating an elitist—and racist and classist—understanding that my 
students need to meet me at some undisclosed level of academic proficiency that they had to 
obtain before coming to college. I can also focus on a part of my job that I have enjoyed since I 
started teaching—making sure that my students have the skills to reach their academic and career 
goals. Though I wish I could report that these changes have eliminated Ds, Fs, Ws, and 
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incompletes from my course, I recognize that such a goal may be unattainable. But importantly, 
these Habits of Mind initiatives in HIST 1700 have reduced the course’s DFWI rates from 
roughly 20% to 11%, thus representing a major educational advance over the national DFWI rate 
of 25% in introductory U.S. history courses (Koch & Drake, 2019). 
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Chapter 2: Preparing Students with Habits of Mind for the First Day of Class 

Jennifer Grewe 
 

Students often come to university with preconceived but in many cases inaccurate notions 
of what the university experience is like. They have been told that they need to go to college to 
get a good job; that their professors do not care about how they do; and that they are now on their 
own. This can be an overwhelming perspective to have when starting a new chapter in life. 
College students, including those who may not have experienced even minor academic failures 
to this point in their lives, are particularly impacted by this mentality. It should come as no 
surprise, then, when many first-year students find themselves lagging and failing to persist with 
their academic studies. At Utah State University (USU), we believe programs that support 
academic success within the first year must encompass Habits of Mind, so much so that USU has 
instituted a first-year student program called Connections. One of the goals of Connections is to 
model Habits of Mind of the successful student to normalize these habits for all our students.  

Connections is concerned with ensuring student success at USU. Academic buoyancy, a 
newer concept in the pedagogical literature, describes the likelihood a student will continue to 
persist despite normal, everyday setbacks. These setbacks might include a challenging 
assignment, multiple due dates around the same time, a pending deadline, or receiving a poor 
score on an exam (Martin & Marsh, 2008). Academic buoyancy is closely related to grit, or, 
more specifically, the consistency of effort that is used to define part of the idea of grit 
(Duckworth et al., 2007). The Habits of Mind Institute uses the term “persisting” to describe this 
concept, which focuses on staying with one’s goals in the face of obstacles and challenges 
(Institute for Habits of Mind, n.d.; Costa et al., n.d.). Though related to academic resilience, 
academic buoyancy is a distinctive concept in the literature. Academic buoyancy consists of the 
common challenges that a student faces, whereas academic resilience emphasizes chronic and 
acute threats to a student’s ability to persist (Martin & Marsh, 2006; Martin, 2013).  

A recent review of the literature on this topic found several psychological predicters of 
academic buoyancy within higher education (Datu & Yuen, 2018). Among the predictors of 
academic buoyancy were the concepts of self-efficacy, a sense of purpose, motivation, control, 
engagement, and striving for one’s personal best (Martin & Marsh, 2008). Students who exhibit 
a mastery approach to tasks, which necessitates engaging in a task repeatedly to improve one’s 
performance at that task, usually exhibit higher levels of academic buoyancy than students with a 
performance-based approach, which involves engaging in the task once to highlight the person’s 
current level of performance. Mastery approaches are important and encompass the idea of 
striving for one’s personal best. Students who have a mastery approach to learning have been 
shown to be more successful at academic persistence than those interested in extrinsic rewards or 
who are merely checking a box on the way to their degree (Dweck, 1986).  

It is imperative for students to exhibit academic buoyancy because, inevitably, they will 
be faced with tough challenges, either in college or in their personal lives. Yet, academic 
buoyancy is especially crucial at a land-grant university like Utah State. Many of our students do 
not come into higher education fully prepared to meet these challenges. USU consists of several 
residential campuses but also has a large nontraditional and first-generation student population. 
These students’ likelihood of success will be threatened if they fail to persist when faced with the 
initial challenges that come with entering higher education.  

This chapter provides a framework for educators to start communicating with students 
about academic buoyancy. The focus is on USU’s Connections program, which students enroll in 
before the start of the academic year. Connections instructors help students use tools to support 
academic buoyancy. Instructors also introduce many of the most important components of Habits 
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of Mind that lead to academic buoyancy. Although almost all of Connections could be discussed 
within the context of Habits of Mind, this chapter focuses on select assignments to highlight how 
instruction happens in this first-year course. In short, many of these assignments get students 
thinking about their own thinking and what they may not know about Habits of Mind. This 
approach to a first-year course engages students with the resources and academic dispositions 
that will supplement their current study skills and academic and personal knowledge.  

 

About Connections 
The USU Connections program’s curriculum, structure, and outcomes have thoughtfully 

and intentionally worked to address Habits of Mind. Connections serves approximately 3,000 
incoming students every year at Utah State’s multiple campuses. Much of the instruction for this 
program happens before the first day of classes. Other components of the Connections occur 
early in the first semester of a student’s higher-education experience. Students within each 
section of the course have both an instructor and a peer mentor. Students have one-on-one 
meetings with both their peer mentor and instructor at least once during that first semester of 
their college education. Over 90% of the instructors are faculty, and as part of their 
responsibilities, they agree to stay in touch and to engage with students around the program’s 
curricular concepts. For this, the instructor must mentor the students over the course of two 
semesters (or one academic year). Connections has shown that in a short period of time, it is 
possible to teach various Habits of Mind that can have an impact on a student’s approach to their 
academic course of study.  

Various elements regarding the program’s process and curriculum are designed to 
support student success. Connections intentionally keeps each instructional section small, 
capping enrollment at 32 students, to help instructors identify students who may need support in 
gaining the tools to be successful. (This contrasts with the large general education courses 
offered at USU, which can sometimes include over 200 students.) Small sections of Connections 
courses also allow for more personalized interactions to occur between students and instructors, 
with instructors being able to learn every student’s name, at the very least (Glenz, 2014).  

In addition to fostering meaningful engagement between instructors and students, the 
small class size in Connections allows for organic and intentional peer interactions to happen. 
Many of the assignments and activities are discussion-based, where students can hear responses 
from their peers to hopefully learn and gain greater perspective about themselves. These 
discussions may help to normalize the struggles that many students have with Habits of Mind 
and the transition to college.  

 

Habits of Mind in the First Year 

One of the foundational assignments within the Connections curriculum is introducing 
the idea of Habits of Mind. Most students have never heard of Habits of Mind. Many have never 
had an intentional discussion around study skills. Other students have not realized that there is a 
process behind how one goes about learning and may not regularly engage in this type of 
metacognitive thinking. Initially, students think that the skills they have used up to this point in 
formal education are good enough to succeed in college. It is thus important to introduce and to 
explain the impact that having good Habits of Mind can play in higher education. For example, 
having the ability to read course materials or textbooks that encourage better retention can give a 
student an advantage on the quality and quantity of time that they spend studying.  

One unique challenge of a curriculum like this is that sometimes high-achieving students 
will discount the need for Habits of Mind. These students view their process as something that 
has worked well up to this point. After all, they succeeded by getting into college. They may not 
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see the need for more efficiency or different study strategies. It can be helpful to persuade even 
these students to reconsider how they think about their learning processes. A key strategy to 
engage these students is to provide examples of how professionals in various fields use different 
Habits of Mind to be successful, modeling good habits and skills that they developed. Students 
can then identify Habits of Mind that they might need to work on to be successful in their area of 
study. They may also be more apt to become self-aware of the Habits of Mind that they see as 
their own strengths, along with those that they may need to improve.  

 

Course Elements that Encourage Habits of Mind in the First Year 
There are various ways that Connections instructors provide formative feedback to 

students throughout the course. Providing opportunities for formative assessment can help 
students get feedback more regularly, allow them to correct errors, and for students to feel they 
have more control over their academic performance. This is one overarching characteristic to a 
process that can be helpful in building the components of academic persistence. This is possible 
due to Connections’ smaller class sizes and the ability for instructors to connect with students 
and their work.  

There are numerous assignments in the Connections curriculum that help students 
prepare for their college careers, such as regular writing exercises and assignments. These 
Connections assessments are sometimes framed as reflective exercises, and they aim to help 
students understand that reflecting, or metacognition, is something that we engage in for our own 
learning processes. Students engage with instructors through these exercises; the instructor 
provides feedback that the student can then use to improve future assignments and assessments. 
The program’s emphasis on formative assessment allows for regular check-ins with instructors, 
which can be useful in identifying problematic issues with students and assisting them with 
support early. These reflective exercises also help instructors build mentoring relationships with 
students, as they can highlight topics of conversation to aid students. This process can help to 
increase a student’s sense of control of the outcome of their academic work.  

Another overarching component to the Connections program is having many low-stakes 
assignments throughout the course. These assignments give students the opportunity to improve 
without the stress of having to be “perfect.” They can make mistakes and revise without 
significant damage to their grade. This pedagogical approach supports a mastery mindset for 
learning the subject matter. It also gives students a way to take reasonable risks with their 
education. This is particularly helpful for first-year students who may not have taken classes as 
rigorous as those in higher education.  

Lower-stakes assignments can build academic buoyancy by providing students a way to 
still be successful if they practice persistence. It could be one of the first times they are presented 
with a disappointing score. It would be tempting to give up if that disappointing score held a lot 
of weight in the Connections course. It is also hard to be creative and innovative and to take 
challenges within one’s own learning process when there is a lot at stake with every assignment. 
These lower-stakes assignments can be a good method to encourage students to do their personal 
best, working more on mastering concepts and taking risks in their learning process.  

 

Self-Efficacy and Resiliency  
Connected to the practices outlined above, self-efficacy (or the belief that one can control 

the outcome of their own situation) is critical to academic buoyancy. When students feel like 
they can influence the outcome of their situation, it gives a sense of control that is powerful to 
them (Cassidy, 2015). USU’s Connections program highlights how there are several ways self-
efficacy can be increased with regards to first-year students.  
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One skillset that can be hard to master—but is important—is the ability to know how to 
engage with information to be able to help oneself. It is common for first-year experience 
courses to do a process of onboarding, where the course introduces students to various resources 
on that campus. This is valuable information, for sure. But it becomes less valuable if students do 
not know when and how to use these campus resources. Students might, for instance, know 
where the counseling center is on campus, but if they are struggling with their mental health, 
they may not make the appointment. In that case, the resource’s location is not going to be 
helpful to them and serve its purpose.  

Part of a student building self-efficacy is also being honest with themself about time 
management. If not addressed carefully, a lack of time management can put students at risk for 
academic burnout or significant failure. Many first-year students are on their own for the first 
time in their lives. They have more freedom with their schedules—they can do what they want to 
do rather than working from a prescribed schedule. In high school or at a job, there were likely 
set times for when they had to be where. But we recognize that with a high number of 
nontraditional and first-generation students, there are other factors at play in our students’ lives. 
Nontraditional students might be juggling jobs and tending to family commitments. First-
generation students, who may face similar time-management challenges, also have fewer people 
to ask for advice about how to succeed in college. This lack of social and cultural capital can 
present novel time-management challenges for USU students. Since many students have not had 
to manage their schedules to the extent that college often requires, Connections has assignments 
to improve students’ time-management skills.  

In Connections, we employ a time-management exercise to specifically help students put 
realistic expectations on the time commitments they have now made by enrolling in courses. 
This assignment is done during class time, but it is one that can be referred to for the remainder 
of the fall semester. For this assignment, students create a chart containing specific information 
related to their course schedules. The chart contains the following information in columns: 
course name; presumed ranking of level of difficulty (low, medium, high); how many credit 
hours for each course; estimated study hours per credits; and needed hours per week of out of 
class studying time.  

Ranking a course’s level of difficulty is a subjective measure that can be acquired by 
informal means. Students can talk to their peers about the level of rigor of the content in a 
specific course. Or they can consider how prepared they are for that course, reflecting on their 
past success in a subject. The estimated study hours that are referenced and used by USU is such 
that high-difficulty courses require 3 hours, medium-difficulty courses require 2 hours, and low-
difficulty courses require 1 hour per week of class study time for every credit. Students, in other 
words, take the estimated amount of required study hours and multiply it by each course’s level 
of difficulty ranking (e.g., a high-difficulty course that was three credits would equate to 9 hours 
of out-of-class study hours per week).  

The last component of this assignment is for students to create a weekly schedule. 
Connections instructors encourage students to create the weekly schedule in whatever format 
(online or paper) will be most useful to them. Then students work on scheduling in their classes, 
study time (calculated from the first component of the assignment), sleep, work, self-care 
activities, and other social and personal activities. It is helpful for students to be able to see how 
time-consuming college can be. This time-management assignment can also lead to a fruitful 
discussion about values and how, by enrolling in higher education, students have indicated that 
they value gaining an education for themselves. 

The Connections curriculum also involves having students identify the process by which 
they engage in resiliency and where they might have some needs for support in the future. 
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Student mental health is of great concern to higher education institutions. This concern involves 
not only providing adequate resources to students but also ensuring that students use these 
resources. This assignment tasks students with creating a timeline of their own trials and 
triumphs throughout their lifetime. Students craft a visual display of the information so that they 
can see their own timeline. The visual display is graphed in a way that shows a timeline from 
birth to the present. It has a scale from +5 (the best triumph) to -5 (the worst trial). Then students 
connect each trial and triumph with a line so they can see a continuous line with highs and lows 
on their timeline. Students then go through the process of identifying the tools, resources, or 
people that helped them get through those challenging points in their life. They can write people 
who helped them for each event directly onto the timeline. This assignment leads to a productive 
discussion of the types of resources and supports that can be helpful in responding to hard times, 
which students will experience again in their lives.  

To protect students’ confidentiality, Connections instructors do not discuss the events 
themselves but rather how each person responded to these trials and who assisted them in 
bouncing back from the challenge. This discussion can highlight the additional resources that 
others have used, helping to normalize the experience of facing challenging situations in 
schooling and life. Instructors draw from some guiding questions to facilitate a fruitful 
discussion around this topic, including: How have these events impacted your self-confidence? 
What behavioral habits have you learned that helped you? And who are the people who have 
assisted you through these events? Connections instructors also assist students in realizing that 
they are capable of handling hard things and have done so already. This matter-of-fact statement, 
though challenging for some students to see on their own, is an important realization, particularly 
for nontraditional and first-generation students. 

 

Sense of Belonging within Higher Education 
Connections recognizes that fostering a sense of academic belonging and creating 

communities of learning are both important to academic buoyancy. The program’s curriculum 
emphasizes how academic buoyancy can keep someone engaged with their higher-education 
career and find that experience more fulfilling. This can also inadvertently provide a person with 
the needed social support and communities that are helpful to turn to when students struggle to 
overcome a challenge and move forward. This helps with persistency by providing a sense of 
social support. Throughout the Connections program, instructors stress how a sense of belonging 
begins to form within the resiliency curriculum discussed above. This curriculum provides 
students insight on who those people are in their lives that have helped them (and can continue to 
do so).  

Building community is another emphasis within Connections. The program begins to 
foster community through a discussion on what a learning community is and how learning 
communities can be defined. Instructors offer some examples of potential learning communities, 
including the one that students are currently part of. (They are, after all, first-year students in a 
Connections class!) It is important to note that learning communities can look different 
depending on the student. There is, in other words, no one-size-fits-all learning community. 
Finally, students work on actively investigating student organizations and clubs and other peer 
groups of interest to them.  

This assignment can be done in several different ways, but one way is to have students 
break into teams and investigate and make lists of what groups are available to them at USU. 
Instructors can then lead a discussion on how one approaches a learning community, what this 
initial engagement might look like, and how to go about becoming part of a community. Students 
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can roleplay this activity. Ensuring that students know what a learning community looks like 
helps support academic buoyancy by giving them the sense of belonging.  

 

Conclusion 

Higher education institutions—and those who work within those institutions—need to 
consider the Habits of Mind that are necessary to set students up for success. Utah State’s first-
year experience, which we call Connections, comes with many challenges. But we recognize that 
students might not initially be equipped to face many of the difficulties they may encounter in 
higher education. These challenges can be exasperating, particularly in general education 
courses, if students have not established good Habits of Mind. It seems only equitable that there 
are not only discussions but also action put into place to support first-year students. Doing so 
ensures that students have the needed capabilities and tools to be successful during their time at 
USU.  
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Chapter 3 

 Improving the General Education Experience Through Equitable and 
Inclusive Pedagogical Practices 

Cree Taylor 
 

General education courses sometimes have the reputation among students of being 
obstacles to overcome, wastes of time, and a squander of tuition. In my opinion, student dislike 
of general education courses is fueled by two factors: 1) students’ misunderstanding of the 
purpose of general education and 2) general education instructors designing courses with a 
gatekeeping mentality. Traditionally, general education courses have served as the gatekeepers 
of the university experience by—intentionally or unintentionally—funneling out students who 
“don’t belong” through poor course design. Racially minoritized students, women, and first-
generation college students are disproportionately affected by the gatekeeping mentality of 
general education instructors.  

In my role as a Lecturer in the English Department at Utah State University (USU), I 
teach first-year composition courses. At USU, these courses are ENGL 1010 and ENGL 2010. 
According to the USU Course Catalogue, in ENGL 1010, “Students learn skills and strategies for 
becoming successful academic readers, writers, and speakers: how to read and write critically, 
generate and develop ideas, work through multiple drafts, collaborate with peers, and present 
ideas orally.” The catalogue indicates that ENGL 2010 focuses on the “writing of reasoned 
academic argument supported with appropriately documented sources. Focuses on library and 
Internet research, evaluating and citing sources, oral presentations based on research, and 
collaboration.” In my current role, I teach three sections of first-year composition in the fall and 
two sections of first-year composition in the spring. I also teach ENGL 2640: Race and Ethnicity 
in the United States. This chapter focuses on my work in first-year composition courses because 
they make up most of my course load.  

I also serve in an inaugural role as the Special Assistant to the Dean for Diversity, Equity, 
and Inclusion in the College of Humanities and Social Sciences (CHaSS). USU is a primarily 
predominantly white institution (PWI) and, as such, it is important for instructors to foster 
empathy for marginalized individuals as they help students navigate their university experience. 
In my role in the Dean’s office, I focus on how to make our pedagogy and practices inherently 
feminist, anti-racist, and inclusive. As a reflective instructor, I apply student feedback as I 
incorporate anti-racist and equitable pedagogies to revamp the general education courses I teach. 

First-year composition courses also have a gatekeeping reputation that has existed for 
over a century. There is debate among scholars about the origins of Composition Studies and 
composition courses (Ritter & Matsuda, 2010, p. 2), though the composition course became 
standardized in the United States somewhere between 1880 and 1910. Ritter and Matsuda point 
out that “the first-year composition course was primarily a course taught by men for men...[and] 
from a socioeconomic point of view, the larger, broader imperative in the composition course 
nationwide...was to produce learned men for deployment into professional roles in society” (p. 
3). In women’s colleges, composition focused on helping women “grow as teachers, or as 
mother-teachers...who educate their children and grow a literate family” (p. 3).  

Over time, composition instruction—like other elements of the university educational 
experience—had to adapt to a changing demographic of students. Sharon Crowley (1998) argues 
that the shift in the makeup and purpose of the university helped “position first-year writing as a 
‘gatekeeper’...limiting entrance to the university community to those able to pass its 
requirements.” As the field of Composition Studies has grown and developed, first-year writing 
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instructors no longer view our courses as gatekeeping courses. Composition instructors, 
including me, consistently reflect on our role at the university. We employ critical pedagogies to 
help understand students and how the curriculum can be molded and shifted into creating spaces 
that are more inclusive to learning. Composition instructors recognize the importance of using 
our course objectives to help students master specific skills while simultaneously aiding students 
to obtain and cultivate Habits of Mind that will contribute to their success, both inside and 
outside of the university. 

This chapter highlights the Habits of Mind that I find especially important as I teach and 
mentor students in my general education courses. These habits come from the Framework for 
Success in Postsecondary Writing (2011), which was developed by the Council of Writing 
Program Administrators, the National Council of Teachers of English, and the National Writing 
Project. This framework recognizes that “the concept of ‘college readiness’ is increasingly 
important in discussions about students’ preparation for postsecondary education.” As such, the 
framework “describes the rhetorical and twenty-first-century skills as well as Habits of Mind and 
experiences that are critical for college success” (p. 1). These Habits of Mind are curiosity, 
openness, engagement, creativity, persistence, responsibility, flexibility, and metacognition. 
 My composition course design seeks to touch on each of these habits through readings, 
discussions, and writing assessments; however, I have found the habits of openness, engagement, 
persistence, and responsibility to be especially important to focus on as students reenter in-
person education since the Covid-19 pandemic. After briefly describing the recent trend in 
Composition Studies, I devote one section of this chapter to each of these four Habits of Mind. In 
these sections, I define the habit, discuss its importance for students and instructors, and describe 
some of my own teaching practices that have evolved to not only help students cultivate this 
habit but to work to cultivate these habits in myself. 
 

Eliminating the Gatekeeping Mentality in First-Year Composition 
There has been an ongoing national conversation surrounding first-year writing courses 

and their role in higher education. English educators have offered criticisms of composition 
courses from several vantage points. In 2019, for instance, Asao Inoue, the Conference on 
College Composition and Communication (CCCC) chair, delivered a keynote addressing the 
issues surrounding white language supremacy and gatekeeping in first-year composition courses. 
Inoue’s comments provide an entry point for interrogating the need to transform the nature and 
purpose of college composition. 

Inoue suggests that composition instructors engage in “deep and mindful attending” to 
our students to help us “understand [our students] without trying to control or change them” 
(Inoue, 2019). Deep attending is a compassion-first model that allows instructors to have 
increased patience for students who are different from us, who sound differently, and who grew 
up in different places. Inoue provides instructors with a list of questions to think through as they 
work to implement structural changes in their courses that will get rid of the gatekeeping 
mentality and allow our courses to be spaces where all students—including minoritized 
students—can thrive (p. 364). Inoue’s questions, which I have slightly modified, include: 

 

• How are instructors attending to students and to each other?  

• What are the markers of compassionate attending? 

• How is the instructor attending a practice of judgement that students can notice? 

• How is the instructor attending a practice that recognizes student existence without overly 
controlling them? 
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Inoue’s questions can get some helpful conversations started. But asking questions is not 
enough. Bettina L. Love (2019) argues that “persistent, structural barriers...cannot be eradicated 
by tweaking the system or making adjustments” (p. 11). Instead, Love contends that “Pedagogy 
should work in tandem with students’ own knowledges of their community...to push forward 
new ideas for social change” (p. 19). Gatekeeping—whether intentional or unintentional—has a 
deep impact on minoritized students, and structural changes are necessary to build success and 
confidence in students in introductory and gateway courses. According to Love, instructors must 
“criticize the systems that perpetuate injustice” and “work to undo these systems while working 
to create new ones built upon the collective vision and knowledge” of our students (p. 55). As we 
work to dismantle unjust systems and seek to build new ones, questions like those posed by 
Inoue are a great place for instructors to start as we evaluate our own teaching philosophies and 
pedagogical practices. 

As educators seek to make general education classrooms spaces of opportunity, we need 
to do so by centering the student at the heart of our curricular structure. When we solicit 
feedback from our students, we need to take their input into careful consideration while we build 
new, more equitable structures into our courses. These dispositional transformations will help us 
meet our students’ needs for learning and growth. Habits of Mind are tools that will help students 
successfully navigate university instruction in the general education classroom and beyond. 
Focusing on developing our students’ Habits of Mind can shift the gatekeeping identity of 
general education courses and help students see that the university is a place where they belong. 

 

Habits of Mind and Composition  
First-year composition instructors have a huge responsibility to craft general education 

courses that use the course content to help prepare students for college and life while also 
instilling in them a confidence that the university is where they belong and can succeed. A 
feeling of belonging is essential when it comes to the success of minoritized students at the 
university level. In The Chronicle of Higher Education, Adrienne Lu (2023) reminds us that 
“students who feel that they belong at their institutions get better grades and fare better on 
persistence, engagement, and mental health.” Since general education and gateway courses are 
often the students’ first introduction to college life, it makes sense for general education 
instructors to use this space to cultivate an atmosphere of belonging.  

As PWIs like Utah State University seek to increase the recruitment and retention of 
students from diverse backgrounds, they also need to remember that “it’s one thing to admit 
more diverse students and another to make sure they feel welcome and valued” (Lu, 2023). One 
way to recraft and restructure general education classrooms, particularly through an anti-racist 
lens, is by centering the curriculum on skill acquisition and the development of Habits of Mind. 
We can help students become well-educated individuals and set them up for success in college 
and in life if we see our content as the vehicle instead of the destination of learning.  

As instructors, it is also important to apply these Habits of Mind as we design and 
redesign curriculum and classroom policies. I reflected upon the questions posed by Inoue as I 
revised my course policies and procedures. For me, the markers of compassionate attending are 
flexibility, patience, understanding, and seeing students as whole people with lives beyond my 
classroom. This reflection led me to the concept of pedagogies of care. I wanted to incorporate 
classroom policies that helped my students see that I care about them and that I want them to 
succeed.  

One of those policies centered on revision and extensions on assignments. Assessment 
extensions were built into every assignment, and students were encouraged to revise every 
assignment until they mastered course concepts. At the end of the semester, students reflected on 
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their interaction with these new, more caring classroom policies in a survey. Students were 
asked, Would you recommend that students take this course from this instructor? They wrote, 
“Cree taught in a way that you felt comfortable asking questions or making comments.” “She set 
up the class so you will succeed if you put in the work. She is easy to reach out to with any 
questions.” “I feel like she really wants me to succeed as a writer and a person…she seemed like 
she actually cared about her students.” “Cree cares about you and your growth.” These responses 
helped me better understand the importance of attending to students and working to modify 
classroom structures in ways that increase a sense of belonging and motivates students to learn. 
By fostering Habits of Mind, I can focus on who students are becoming through what they are 
learning, and students felt valued and heard in the classroom. 

When instructors focus on who they are helping students become with input from the 
students they are teaching, instructors recognize which outcomes of education are most 
important and helpful to student success. Focusing on helping students cultivate Habits of Mind 
will lead to a more successful outcome for both instructors and students and will help us better 
retain students, especially our minoritized students, from their first semester to their second. By 
prioritizing Habits of Mind, we can also “encourage [students] to be active participants in their 
world...[and] instill a sense of power in young people by teaching them to critically analyze their 
world and articulate their own beliefs” (Love, 2019, p. 66). This is truly why we teach in the first 
place, right? 
 

Openness 
The Framework (Council of Writing Program Administrators et al., 2011) defines 

openness as “the willingness to consider new ways of being and thinking in the world” (p. 4). 
This corresponds to the Habit of Mind of listening with understanding and empathy. For 
students, openness looks like being willing to listen to and understand the perspectives of others. 
It can also help students recognize situations where their opinion might need to move or shift 
when presented with additional information. Openness requires a certain level of vulnerability 
because it requires students to hear things that might lead to uncomfortable conversations. 
Developing openness allows students to engage in conversations and interact with topics in 
meaningful and enriching ways. 

One way to help students develop openness is through course readings. During the first 
week of the semester in my composition courses, students are introduced to what it means to 
read like an academic. Our textbook, From Inquiry to Academic Writing (Green & Lidinsky, 
2021), describes academic reading in this way:  

Good academic writers are also good critical readers: They leave their mark on what they 
read, identifying issues, making judgements about the truth or what writers tell them, and 
evaluating the adequacy of the evidence in support of an argument. (p. 49–50) 
While critical reading is important, I believe that before students can critically analyze a 

text, they need to understand it. Critical reading is the first step in gaining the understanding 
required to move to a higher category of thinking in Bloom’s Taxonomy; from simply gaining 
knowledge to pushing deeper into understanding that knowledge—the perspective of who 
generated it and the impact of that knowledge on folks that may be different from them.  

Rhetorical listening, a skill and term coined by Krista Ratcliffe (2005), is one way to help 
students practice openness when reading a text. Often, students are trained to read a text to 
respond to it before they fully understand the author’s point of view. Ratcliffe argues that 
“listening has been neglected” in the composition classroom, and it needs to be taught as a 
rhetorical strategy (p. 196). She looks at rhetorical listening as a way to foster a deep reading of 
texts. “Just as all texts can be read,” Ratcliffe writes, “so too can all texts be listened to” (p. 203). 



 41 

When students rhetorically listen to a text, they “avail [them]selves with more possibilities for 
inventing arguments that bring differences together, for hearing differences as harmony or even 
as discordant notes” (p. 204). Rhetorical listening is a step in the deep reading process that 
allows students to use their agency to understand a text and the author’s argument and point of 
view before responding to it.  

Early in the semester, I expose students to readings that confront controversial topics 
head-on. Students can be resistant to the perspectives at first. I use reading responses as a way 
for students to document the experience of rhetorically listening to these texts. We discuss their 
experience reading before we talk about the arguments being made and the rhetorical strategies 
the authors employ. I point out that before we can adequately analyze arguments being made, we 
need to do our best to fully understand those arguments. 

First, students pay attention to how the topics in these texts make them feel as they read. I 
want students to acknowledge what is happening in their bodies and minds as they read. I also 
want students to think about why they are having these reactions to the text. Ratcliffe calls this 
promoting an “understanding of self and other that informs our culture’s politics and ethics” (p. 
204). If reading about how Christine Mitchell (2022) describes the disabled person’s perspective 
on masking makes students feel uncomfortable, I ask them to think about why this discomfort 
exists. What about their background and/or upbringing might influence how they feel about what 
Mitchell is writing? They also consider the author’s perspective. What about the author’s 
background and experience might make them see and write about this topic in this particular 
way? This affective line of questioning helps students “proceed from within a responsibility 
logic, not from a defensive guilt/blame one” (Ratcliffe, 1999, p. 204). They can take 
responsibility for their point of view, understand the point of view of the author, and choose to 
keep reading anyway with an attitude of openness. 

Next, I encourage students to pay careful attention to what parts of the reading stick out 
to them and why. What about their background draws them to this part of the reading? Here I ask 
students to practice another Habit of Mind, applying past knowledge to new situations. These 
could be parts they wholeheartedly agree with and parts that they disagree with completely. 
When Claudia Rankine (2015) describes the constant state of mourning of Black folks in 
America, she invokes the sadness of the Black mother. Usually, this conversation about mothers 
sticks out to students. I ask them why, and they point out that everyone has a mother or a mother 
figure in their lives. They can understand a mother’s love, and they can empathize with a 
mother’s sadness, even if they do not fully understand or agree with the reason for that sadness. 
Identifying “discursive spaces of both commonalities and differences” (Ratcliffe, 1999, p. 204) 
allows for understanding and reflection. Students can take a step back from the reading to help 
them better understand the perspective before responding with whether they agree with that 
perspective. I want students to “accentuate commonalities and differences not only in the claims 
[of the text], but also in the cultural logics within which those claims function” (p. 204). Again, 
the goal here is for students to seek to understand before being understood and to help them 
foster the habit of openness. 

I then ask students to reflect upon their experience listening to the text and to describe 
what they learned about the topic and the author’s perspective as it relates to their argument 
about the topic. I have found that having students rhetorically listen to a text before responding 
deepens their engagement and understanding of the text and the author’s perspective. This, in 
turn, helps students grapple with the content from a more critical, more informed, more open 
position. This method also helps maintain a civil classroom atmosphere during discussions. As a 
class, we can move past debating topics and focus on the merits of the arguments being made by 
the authors. I emphasize that an argument can be well constructed even if they disagree with the 
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view of the author. Starting the semester with rhetorical listening and fostering the habit of 
openness helps set the tone for the rest of the term. 

One other way I practice openness in my classroom is by encouraging students to look at 
topics through multiple perspectives and alternative views. This includes researching topics 
through the eyes of multiply marginalized and/or underrepresented (MMU) scholars (Walton et 
al., 2019). We talk about implicit bias as a class and discuss ways students can account for 
bias—their own and the bias of what they are reading—in the research and writing processes. To 
help students consider their research topics from a variety of angles, I use a multiple-perspectives 
table that asks them to research their topic from a variety of perspectives and points of view. I 
strongly encourage students to look at the perspectives of the traditionally marginalized to see 
how their topic impacts those communities before they finalize the arguments they want to make 
about that topic. Students are invited to select perspectives from the table below and then 
conduct research into how individuals with these identity vectors might experience their topic in 
different ways. 
 

Table 3.1 

Table of Identifying Vectors to Consider when Examining Multiple Perspectives With Students 

Perspective Examples 

Race/Ethnicity Native American, African American/Black, Asian 
American, Latino/a/x, white, etc. 

Gender Woman, Man, Transgender, Cisgender, Nonbinary  

Class Rich, Middle-Class, Poor 

(Dis)ability Learning, Hearing, Visual, Mental, Physical, Able-Bodied, 
etc. 

Sexuality Straight, Gay, Bisexual, etc. 

Religion Christian, Muslim, Jewish, nonreligious, etc. 

Education High School Diploma, Undergraduate degree, Graduate 
degree, Technical Schools, type of degree earned, etc. 

Age Young, Old, Middle Age, Children, Teenagers, Young 
Adults 

Political Views Liberal, Moderate, Conservative, Left, Middle, Right, 
Democrat, Republican, Independent 

Nationality Country of Origin 

Citizenship Immigrant, Citizen, non-Citizen, First-Generation, DACA 
etc. 

Body Weight, Height, Shape, Size, etc. 

 
A student researching social media’s impact on young people, for example, might focus 

initially on how social media impacts the body image of young, white, cis-female folks. The 
perspective of this group is important to the topic; however, this group is not the only group 
affected by social media and body image. Students use this table to help expand their research to 
include racial minorities, gender diverse folx, and body diverse individuals (Saguey & Ward, 
2011; Royce 2016). They answer questions like: Does this source represent the voice of an 
MMU individual? How does my topic impact individuals from these groups (positively, 
negatively, not at all)? Should I consider the needs of this group in my argument? Why or why 
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not? As they research, students are given the agency to choose if they want to interact more 
closely with these perspectives and decide how they want to discuss those perspectives in their 
writing. In addition to putting students at the center of the learning process as active participants, 
studying a topic through multiple perspectives helps students continue to foster the habit of 
openness.  

Students quickly realize the nuance and complexities of beauty and body standards and 
their research can explore that complexity through all these perspectives. The assignment also 
has them reflect on their experience: Does my topic affect individuals from an intersecting 
perspective in a unique way (e.g., disabled, Black men; trans teenagers; etc.)? What did I learn 
about how my topic affects marginalized and/or underrepresented communities differently than 
mainstream individuals? What impact does this research have on my overall argument? How can 
I better consider these perspectives moving forward with my research and argument? This 
assignment helps students foster openness because it invites them to “listen to and reflect on the 
ideas and responses of others” (Council of Writing Program Administrators et al., 2011, p. 4) 
while drawing conclusions from their research. 
 After completing this assignment, one student wrote: “This research has alerted me to 
some of the nuances of the issue…I hadn’t considered all of the different discrimination layers 
that should be considered before trying to draw an overall blanket conclusion.” Another student 
reflected: “The [different] perspectives have also led to further research into why certain 
conditions exist and how they’ve affected those not in power. Moving forward, I need to make 
sure that I conduct deep readings of the sources I choose so that I can really do the perspectives 
the justice they deserve.” Overall, this assignment helps students become more open to the 
perspectives and experiences of others and they continue to explore their research topics and zero 
in on an overall argument for their research paper. 

There are other ways to foster openness in the classroom. This includes encouraging 
students to draw upon their lived experiences and to value the lived experiences of others 
(Collins, 2000) as they grapple with course concepts. Instructors might also employ an engaged 
pedagogy (hooks, 1994) that emphasizes dialogue and participation in brave environments where 
students feel uplifted and empowered to speak and participate in meaningful ways. What is 
important to remember is that if instructors want students to develop the habit of openness, we 
need to model it for them. bell hooks (1994) writes, “Professors who embrace the challenge of 
self-actualization will be better able to create pedagogical practices that engage students, 
providing them with ways of knowing that enhance their capacity to live fully and deeply” (p. 
22). hooks encourages instructors to take the first risk and to share in ways they expect and hope 
for their students to share. “Engaged pedagogy does not seek simply to empower students,” 
writes hooks. “Any classroom that employs a holistic model of learning will also be a place 
where teachers grow, and are empowered by the process” (p. 21). Likewise, developing the habit 
of openness is necessary for both students and instructors if the general education classroom is a 
space for building success and confidence. 

 

Engagement 
The habit of engagement is described as “a sense of investment and involvement in 

learning” (Council of Writing Program Administrators et al., 2011, p. 4). Sanders (2018) would 
call this “becom[ing] a learner” (p. 5). Instructors can foster engagement by encouraging 
students to “make connections between their own ideas and others,” to participate in meaning 
making (Cohn, 2021, p. 135), and to act upon what they learn (Council of Writing Program 
Administrators et al., 2011, p.4). We must create opportunities for students to become invested in 
their own learning rather than performing learning for the sake of a grade. 
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hooks (1994) offers instructors one suggestion for how to make this happen. She states 
that we should enter the classroom “with the conviction that it [is] crucial for [instructors] and 
every other student to be an active participant, not a passive consumer” (p. 14). As instructors, 
we need to call upon students to be active participants in the learning process that considers them 
holistic human beings “with complex lives and experiences.” These aspects of our students’ lives 
can and should be shared, valued, appreciated, and included in the canon of knowledge 
embedded in course content (p. 15). This might mean instructors viewing ourselves as learners 
also. Perhaps reimagining the instructor role as discussion leader would be helpful here. In the 
practical sense, this could be realized through student-to-student and student-to-instructor 
dialogues, emphasizing the importance of small group work and discussion, selecting course 
readings that help students develop nuanced thinking, providing students with choices, and 
supplying students with ample peer and instructor feedback throughout the learning process.  

To help students engage with their readings, I draw upon the wisdom of Jenae Cohn 
(2021). Cohn writes that we need to “take [students’] learning needs into consideration” when 
assigning course readings, especially in digital spaces (p. 11). She encourages us to design 
activities that help students curate, connect, create, and contextualize course readings (p. 131–
134).  

In my courses, students draft their reading responses and then bring a hard copy with 
them to our in-person meeting. They use those responses to work with their peers to better 
understand the course concepts and to develop questions about the concepts that they can pose to 
the rest of the class. When one student shares knowledge that I think would benefit the rest of the 
class, I invite them to share their thoughts in the large group conversations. Every time a student 
responds, I connect that response to the reading, or to my thoughts, or to something another 
student said. If viewpoints need to be addressed, I address them. Otherwise, I let students 
actively participate in the course and operate from the shared knowledges of the group. 

Students recognize when instructors value their contributions to the learning 
environment. In my experience, emphasizing the role of students as active participants and 
contributors to the course content not only helps contribute to overall student engagement, but it 
makes the classroom a space where students feel free to share their insights and opinions. One 
student comment on a semester survey helps summarize most students’ experience with this 
level of engagement: “Cree really cares about her students and what they have to say. I didn’t 
feel like just another student, but someone who had valid thoughts and ways to express them.” 
Helping students recognize the importance of the knowledges they bring to the classroom 
increases their ownership of the course content and motivates them to stay engaged in the 
learning process. 

Often, I let student comments stand as the last word on a topic or concept. I do not need 
to be the authority on everything. My goal is to help students make connections between course 
content and the outside world. hooks writes that students “rightfully expect that [instructors] will 
not offer them information without addressing the connection between what they are learning 
and their overall life experiences” (1994, p. 19). If we can make the skills students are learning in 
gateway courses feel valuable to them both inside and outside of the classroom—by connecting 
the content and skills to their lived experiences—they will be able to develop the habit of 
engagement.  

 

Persistence 
Another Habit of Mind the framework addresses is persistence, which is “the ability to 

sustain interest in and attention to short-and long-term projects” (Council of Writing Program 
Administrators et al., 2011, p. 5). We can think about this as the development of time 
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management skills that will help students “commit to exploring...a topic, idea, or demanding 
task” and then finish that task (p. 5). As instructors, we need to design classroom spaces that 
encourage students to persist through difficult curricular demands. One way to encourage 
persistence is to employ some form of ungrading in the classroom. 

We need to recognize that ungrading is a spectrum, and just like other pedagogical 
practices, ungrading looks different for each instructor. On one end of the ungrading spectrum, 
instructors remove the letter grade entirely from the course. At institutions where instructors are 
required to assign students grades, these instructors meet individually with students to discuss 
their coursework and then have the student select the grade they think they deserve. Some 
instructors choose to implement more low-stakes assignments that do not impact the student’s 
overall grade while they are still working on mastering course concepts. Other instructors refrain 
from any type of grading until the final assessment of the course. “Unfortunately, in most 
classrooms teachers penalize students for mistakes they make during the learning process” 
(Feldman, 2019, p. 30). The main goal of ungrading is to shift the students’ focus from getting an 
A to mastering course objectives and valuing the learning experience. All along the way, 
instructors who employ ungrading practices meet frequently with students to gauge their 
progress, offer copious amounts of feedback, and allow students to revise their work as many 
times as it takes for them to indicate that they are mastering the course objectives. 

I submit that adopting some form of ungrading into the classroom helps students develop 
persistence. Traditional grading “stifles risk-taking and trust between the teacher and 
student...and demotivates and disempowers students” (Feldman, 2019, p. 28). If we want 
students to take charge of their education; to “grapple with challenging ideas, texts, processes, or 
projects”; to complete those projects; and to “consistently take advantage of opportunities to 
improve and refine their work” (Council of Writing Program Administrators et al., 2011, p. 5), 
the fear of being penalized for doing so by getting a bad grade is enough to stop them. Ungrading 
is a way to help students persist through trying, failing, receiving feedback, and trying again until 
they master the skill or objective in an environment conducive to learning. 

In my classroom, ungrading looks like flexible deadlines, weekly formative assessments 
and feedback, intense scaffolding, and opportunities for revision. My ungrading philosophy 
prioritizes peer and instructor feedback, revision, and reflection. Like Chiaravalli (2020), 
students in my classroom “evaluate their own and other students’ work, make improvements in 
response to feedback from their [instructor] and peers, and elicit and receive new feedback” 
(Blum, 2020, p. 84). I will share a few of my policies and practices below. 

Every writing assignment is scaffolded with writing process assignments (WPA) that are 
due almost weekly throughout the term. Each WPA is a formative assessment that takes students 
through a phase of the writing process as they work toward drafting the writing assignment as a 
summative assessment. Students who submit their WPA on the due date are guaranteed 
instructor feedback on their work. They can take that feedback and use it as they continue 
through the writing process. After the deadline passes, students have one additional week to 
submit their work. These assignments are given a “Complete” or “Incomplete” based on whether 
students accomplish the WPA objectives. Students who receive an “Incomplete” can revise their 
work according to my feedback up to two weeks after the due date to get a “Complete.”  

WPAs are “academic practice”—tools for learning that help students practice skills 
before drafting their essays (Feldman, 2019, p. 138–139). I do not want students to see a missed 
due date as a reason not to complete a WPA and participate in the learning process. Doing the 
assignment is beneficial to their learning, and I want to give them ample opportunity to complete 
the work. In addition to helping students persist through the course, this method also teaches 
students important metacognition skills. By allowing them to revise, I am asking them to reflect 
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on the learning process more meaningfully, to recognize their limitations, and to consider how to 
grow their thoughts, work, and engagement with the material. 

Before submitting their essays to me, students participate in structured peer review. In 
groups of three, students critically read through and comment on each other’s work. They also 
take their essays to the Writing Center, where they meet with a peer tutor. After making revisions 
based on the feedback from these three peers, students submit their essays to me for feedback. I 
review essays against a rubric and provide feedback and a feedback score. Students then 
participate in an in-class writing prompt where they look at their instructor essay feedback and 
reflect on the next steps. This metacognitive practice promotes persistence by helping students 
think critically about their learning goals and make concrete plans to achieve them. I pose 
questions like: What did you do particularly well in this essay? What are areas for improvement? 
If you were going to revise this essay, what are three revisionary changes you could make to 
improve your demonstration of your mastery of the course content? If you are not planning on 
revising this essay, what can you focus on as you look forward to our next writing project? 
Students are also given space to revise the essay if they would like to. 

I try to employ equitable grading practices in my classroom that give each student the 
opportunity to succeed. My system is not for every instructor or content area. It is not perfect, 
and I am constantly making changes. But I have found that this method increases student 
persistence in my classroom. I encourage instructors to see how their grading philosophy might 
be hindering students’ ability to cultivate persistence in their courses. 

 

Responsibility 
Responsibility is “the ability to take ownership of one’s actions and understand the 

consequences of those actions for oneself and others” (Council of Writing Program 
Administrators et al., 2011, p. 5). Responsible students take ownership of their learning, act on 
what they have learned, and give credit to others where credit is due. Sanders (2018) challenges 
students to take responsibility for their own educational experience by “focusing on what [they] 
are becoming as a result of [their] education” (p. 48). He wants college students to understand 
that they can take full advantage of their education by claiming responsibility for the outcomes. 
If they can view education as an opportunity to develop Habits of Mind that will bring them 
success beyond college, they will have a much more enriching university experience. 

Responsibility is best cultivated through student choice. Katopodis and Davidson argue 
that “students need to practice and exercise autonomy in higher education before they enter a 
significantly less structured world outside of the academy” (Blum, 2020, p. 106). When students 
feel ownership of their learning and education, they are more likely to act responsibly. As with 
everything in teaching, cultivating student choice looks different for every instructor. It is 
important to give “students the space they need to explore in order to discover what is 
meaningful and valuable to them” (Blum, 2020, p. 86). I believe that giving students the 
“freedom to choose their own learning goals” should take place within the structure of course 
outcomes and objectives. Each class has a list of topics and/or critical skills that students need to 
master before leaving. Composition instructors at USU use the outcomes of rhetorical awareness, 
critical thinking, information literacy, and composing processes as they build their curriculum. I 
use these outcomes to frame my selection of course readings, discussion topics, and content. 
Students can use these outcomes to help set learning goals for themselves. They can think 
critically about where they are in mastering these outcomes and then set individualized goals for 
where they would like to be at the middle and end of the term. As their instructor, I keep these 
goals in mind as I offer feedback and work with them to be successful in the course. 
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In my classroom, student choice is structured and scaffolded. For our first writing unit, I 
provide three texts for students to analyze and then students select which one they want to focus 
on for their first paper. During the second writing unit, students select whichever writing topic 
they want. We work together to develop a nuanced research question that allows them to use 
research to formulate an argument about that topic. This topic can be personal to them or have a 
wider social impact. In our last writing unit, students select a community they want to observe, 
the argument they want to make about the way that community uses rhetoric, and the genre of 
writing they would like to use to demonstrate what they learned about argument and rhetoric by 
observing that community.  

When students have a choice in what they are learning, they tend to take greater personal 
responsibility for mastering course objectives. On feedback surveys, students consistently share 
that they appreciate how much choice they have in their learning. When they select research 
topics they are interested in, students are more invested in conducting sound research and 
crafting meaningful arguments based upon what they learn. As instructors, we can reflect on the 
purpose of our major and minor assignments to see what purpose they really serve in helping 
students achieve course objectives. If there is space for more student choice, instructors can build 
that into the course to help foster intrinsic motivation within their students. Sometimes 
instructors in general education underestimate the capacity of their students to make sound 
decisions when it comes to demonstrating their learning. The goal is to have students who are 
invested in mastering the course concepts and who gain a level of satisfaction upon successfully 
meeting their learning goals. To do this, students need to feel a level of responsibility for their 
own learning. Instructors do not bestow grades upon students; rather, students earn their grade by 
taking responsibility for their education and developing Habits of Mind that will increase their 
capacity to become a learner as they embark on the rest of their university education. 

 

Conclusion 
General education and gateway courses are important because they are often our 

students’ first interaction with college. Traditionally, these courses have served as gatekeepers of 
the university experience by funneling out traditionally marginalized students. To make these 
classroom spaces more inclusive, we need to participate in deep attending that centers student 
voices as we make practical pedagogical changes that can better support all students as they seek 
a university education.  

As we endeavor to make our general education classrooms spaces of opportunity, we 
need to do so with input from our students and with an eye toward changing the structure of our 
classroom to better meet student needs for learning and growth. By centering our teaching and 
curricular practices on helping these students cultivate Habits of Mind in supportive 
environments, we help them see college as a place where they belong and can experience 
success. Students and instructors can cultivate habits of openness, engagement, persistence, and 
responsibility as we work to build success and confidence in all our students—religious, racial, 
and ethnic minorities, disabled students, LGBTQIA+ students, first-generation college students, 
students of lower socioeconomic backgrounds, and international students included. 
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Chapter 4  

With Sustainability in Mind:  

Twelve Habits of Mind for a Successful Learning Experience in the Second-
Language Classroom and Beyond 

Doris McGonagill 
 

When Art Costa and Bena Kallick first developed their Habits of Mind framework, they 
conceived of their approach as a contribution to sustainable and ethical learning. The dedication 
opening in all four volumes of Habits of Mind: A Developmental Series is explicit about this 
trajectory: “Native peoples teach that the ultimate norm for morality is the impact our choices 
have on persons living seven generations from now. If the results appear good for them, then our 
choices are moral ones; if not, they are immoral. We therefore dedicate Habits of Mind: A 
Developmental Series to our children, our grandchildren, and their children’s children” (Costa & 
Kallick, 2000, p. iii). The same dedication prefaces Learning and Leading with Habits of Mind: 
16 Essential Characteristics for Success (Costa & Kallick, 2008, p. v). The following chapter 
takes its cue from this inherent connection between sustainability and specific life-related 
problem-solving skills and strategies. I demonstrate how sustainability-related lessons, 
assignments, and course practices help students develop 12 Habits of Mind that will prepare 
them for success.  

Drawing on environmental education pedagogy and literacies pedagogy in conjunction 
with the Habits of Mind framework, I show pathways for engaging upper-division language and 
culture students in meaningful learning experiences centered around theme-based, culture-driven 
environmental discourses, practices, and activities. Although the specific activities, practices, 
and contexts originated in the German-language arena (intermediate and advanced language and 
culture courses), they translate well into different educational contexts and different levels of 
linguistic proficiency. This approach is geared at immersed, holistic, process-oriented, and 
project-based learning that supports students in acquiring academic and social competencies 
characteristic of the “citizen scholars” USU envisions.  

But the learning formats I discuss are also designed to benefit students far beyond their 
college careers. Specific Habits of Mind this contribution engages with include questioning and 
posing problems; thinking flexibly and interdependently; and creating, imagining, and 
innovating. Other important Habits of Mind that this chapter touches on include thinking about 
thinking (metacognition); listening with understanding and empathy; persisting; and remaining 
open to continuous learning. Habits of Mind this chapter briefly mentions are thinking and 
communicating with clarity and precision; striving for accuracy; applying past knowledge to 
new situations; and gathering data through all senses.  

The following segments discuss first the relationship of sustainability learning and the 
Habits of Mind framework and, second, the specific possibilities the second-language classroom 
affords for implementing Habits of Mind learning. In the main segment of this chapter, I address 
five examples that demonstrate how different practices and activities incorporate sustainability 
and Habits of Mind in the second-language classroom. The specific examples are taken from 
three upper-division German language courses I have offered at Utah State: Contemporary 
German-Speaking Cultures (GERM 3300), German Narratives (Revisited) (GERM 4610), and 
Individual Readings: Nature—Landscape—Environment (GERM 4900; to be offered in 2025 
under the new label GERM 3940).  

In the context of USU’s Planetary Thinking Workshop for faculty, I have had the 
opportunity to redesign the curriculum for the first two courses to more actively and creatively 
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incorporate issues of sustainability. Planetary Thinking Workshops, led and designed by USU 
faculty, promote critical problem solving and application in student education through the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals (USU, n.d.).  

I would like to acknowledge the important impulses my course and curriculum design 
have received from this cross-disciplinary learning community focused on sustainability. I would 
also like to acknowledge the opportunity to discuss pathways toward a sustainable university in 
the context of a 2022 ETE Learning Circle about The Sustainable Development Goals in Higher 
Education: A Transformative Agenda? (Steele & Rickards, 2021). Learning circles, facilitated 
through Utah State’s Office of Empowering Teaching Excellence (ETE), are collaborative, self-
directed groups dedicated to exploring teaching-related topics through discussion of a recent 
publication from the field of teaching and learning (Empowering Teaching Excellence, n.d.). 

This learning circle was part of ETE’s Sustainable Teaching Track and led by USU 
Sustainability Program Manager, Alexi Lamm. 
 

Why Sustainability?  
There are three key concepts I consider central to both learning about sustainability and 
developing positive Habits of Mind: the concept of care, the concept of interdependence, and the 
concept of collaboration. These concepts are both foundational and directional. They ethically 
and educationally underpin and form the bases of both forms of learning, and they also inform 
the learning’s trajectories, goals, and objectives.  

In the fourth book of Habits of Mind: A Developmental Series, Costa and Kallick are 
most explicit about this connection. Outlining the learning communities they envision (sensitive, 
caring, and thoughtful), the authors stress the “larger, more global agenda” of their work: “That 
agenda is to make the world a better place through the Habits of Mind” (Costa & Kallick, 2000, 
p. 75). Tracing the development from learning on the individual level to learning on the 
collective and community levels, the authors list environmental challenges (“dilemmas”) as an 
example of several intersecting problems—moral, social, scientific, and economic.2 To Costa 
and Kallick, the epistemological and ethical challenges posed by our interaction with the 
environment serve as a context to showcase the importance of good Habits of Mind. Any 
pathway toward a possible solution to such interrelated problems necessarily requires  
 

a continuous learning community where all people are searching for ways to live more 
harmoniously by thinking interdependently; listening to each other with understanding 
and empathy; remaining open to continuous learning; persisting; managing impulsivity; 
and…developing a greater collective consciousness about the effects we have on each 
other and on the Earth’s finite resources so that we can live more respectfully and 
graciously and in balance with our delicate environment. (Costa & Kallick, 2000, p. 75–
76) 

Continuous, empathetic, persistent, and interdependent learning transforms and empowers us to 
shape our future. Sustainable learning and learning about sustainability go hand in hand. “The 
Habits of Mind are tools we all can use to invent our desired version of the future” (p. 76).3 

 
2 In 2012, Levin et al. would term such interrelated constellations “Wicked Problems.” Today, 
they are sometimes even referred to as “Super Wicked Problems.” 
3 The Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development (ASCD), which has published 
much of Costa and Kallick’s work, echoes this trajectory by short prefaces like “ASCD cares 
about Planet Earth,” and by printing on environmentally friendly paper (Costa & Kallick, 2009). 
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Costa and Kallick’s framework has a global agenda. But the last quote and the dedication 
of five of their books to future generations indicates that their spatial framework is 
complemented by a temporal dimension as well. Good Habits of Mind compel us to think 
forward in time and base today’s choices also on our responsibilities to the future. Sustainable 
learning and sustainability learning both unfold on synchronic and diachronic axes. Habits of 
Mind like persistence, continuous learning, applying past knowledge to new situations, or 
imagining and innovating point toward the future and involve long-term learning.  

Similarly, the communities the Habits of Mind authors envision require that we 
collectively transcend our ethnocentrisms and our myopic focus on the present in favor of shared 
long-term goals (Costa & Kallick, 2000, p. 75). In different and diverse contexts ranging from 
building learning organizations and knowledge-sharing cultures to reflective, growth-oriented 
classroom environments, a mindful language of learning, and successful curriculum design, the 
authors stress the importance of reflective, responsive, adaptive, communicative, and empathetic 
approaches. The same qualities are required in environmental discourse, problem solving, and 
action. The Habits of Mind trajectory and vision coincide with environmental and sustainability 
practice and goals, and the horizon of future generations addressed in the dedications echoes the 
question attributed to Jonas Salk and frequently quoted in contemporary environmental studies 
contexts: “Are we being good ancestors?” (Salk, 1992).  

Lastly, Habits of Mind like remaining open to continuous learning, responding with 
wonderment and awe; and gathering data through all senses emphasize humility, alertness to the 
world’s phenomena, and attention to natural pathways. Together with empathy, creativity, 
flexibility, and innovation cultivated through complementing Habits of Mind, these qualities are 
also prerequisites to a mindset that is attuned to environmental threats and challenges. Learning 
to be more open, attentive, and sensually alert to the world around us and engaging with this 
world in a reflective, thoughtful, and empathetic manner is likely to strengthen a respectful 
relationship with our environment; foster attention to the just, equitable management and 
distribution of Earth’s resources; and focus on collectively working toward preserving and 
stabilizing ecological systems and global communities. 

 

Why the Second-Language Classroom? 
Successfully learning a foreign language requires a series of Habits of Mind, most 

prominently thinking flexibly; thinking about thinking; listening with understanding and 
empathy; persisting; striving for accuracy; communicating with clarity and precision; and 
applying past knowledge to new situations. Thinking flexibly is relevant because changing 
linguistic contexts necessitate changes in perspective and looking at things in a new way. 
Thinking about thinking is involved as language learners develop an awareness of how their 
thinking habits are related to the language they speak and how each language influences our 
perception, thinking, and mental life in a specific way. Much of the work by American linguist 
Benjamin Lee Whorf was dedicated to this relationship, which is encapsulated in Whorf’s 
famous statement that “language shapes the way we think, and determines what we can think 
about.”4 Similarly, German philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein wrote, “The limits of my language 
mean the limits of my world.”5 Some sustainability-related examples from the German-language 

 
4 From “The Relation of Habitual Thought and Behavior to Language,” reprinted in Language, 
Thought, and Reality (Whorf, 1939/2012). Similarly, German philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein 
wrote, “The limits of my language mean the limits of my world” (in Tractatus Logico 
Philosophicus of 1921). 
5 Tractatus Logico Philosophicus (1921). 
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context that allow traditional English speakers to transcend the limits of their first language and 
concomitant worldview to open up new perspectives and conceptualizations include terms like 
enkeltauglich (“sustainable for the generation of our grandchildren”), Flugscham (“the guilt or 
shame about the environmental impact of flying”), or Lassenskraft (“the strength to do 
without”)—instead of Verzicht (“renouncement or abstinence”). 

Language learning always implies devoting mental energy to another culture and other 
speakers’ thoughts and ideas and making an effort to perceive other points of view and emotions. 
Persisting is necessary because only perseverance and sustained focus on our linguistic and/or 
communicative goals yield results in the second-language classroom. Striving for accuracy and 
accurate communication in both written and oral form, checking one’s work repeatedly, and 
finding ways to constantly improve while setting high standards are core features of any 
language-learning process. They apply to all language components, the productive skills 
(speaking and writing) and receptive skills (listening and reading); structural, functional, and 
conventional aspects (grammar, lexis, and orthography); as well as the domains of phonology, 
morphology, syntax, semantics, and pragmatics. Applying past knowledge to new situations 
likewise accurately describes the transfer operations constantly required from language learners 
who engage with new words, concepts, phrases, figures of speech, sentences, structures, 
contexts, and discourses. Furthermore, all language learning requires a pro-sharing culture, as 
detailed by Costa and Kallick (2000, Figure 1.1, p. 3), and a feedback and learning spiral similar 
to the model the authors provide (2000, Figure 1.2, p. 6). This spiral involves clear goals and 
purposes, action, assessment, reflection, and further study that revisits and deepens the new 
knowledge and, where necessary, modifies (linguistic) actions based on the deepened 
understanding.  

All these formats of learning, application, and intensified production of accuracy and/or 
meaning; the necessary perspectival changes and the communicative engagement; the required 
flexibility in thought and expression; and all the repetitions and variations necessary to develop 
greater linguistic proficiency and familiarity with diverse cultural contexts make the second-
language classroom a privileged site for Habits-of-Mind learning. 
 

Sustainability in the Second-Language Classroom 
The next paragraphs share some ideas and impulses for integrating sustainability and 

Habits-of-Mind learning into the second language (L2) classroom. I discuss five examples that 
illustrate practices and activities that stem from upper-division German language and culture 
courses, but many formats, concepts, approaches, and instructional strategies are transferable 
across disciplines and languages. The five examples employ different methodologies, are 
designed to strengthen different aspects of learning, and are connected to different learning 
outcomes. (Ranging from lower- to higher-level cognitive learning outcomes, these formats lead 
students from “remember” and “understand” to “apply,” “analyze,” and “create”). What ties 
them together is their hybrid approach to learning that amalgamates content, materials, and goals 
from the environmental humanities with Habits of Mind and immersed cultural learning in the 
target language. The overall goal of these activities and practices is to engage students in 
meaningful learning experiences that center language learning around theme-based, culture-
driven environmental discourses and to create frameworks that involve diverse environmental 
perspectives, practices, and products.  
 

I. Creating Word Clouds and Concept Maps 
Creating word clouds invites students to pay attention, actively participate, and engage 

not only with the instructor but with one another. Visualizing students’ ideas and associations in 
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the form of word clouds allows for more interactive, inclusive, and equitable learning and 
supports student success by complementing the spoken word (and acoustic reception) with a 
tangible illustration (visual production). This is particularly relevant in the L2 classroom because 
recalling, reproducing, and visualizing vocabulary, concepts, and expressions solidifies students’ 
long-term memory and helps deepen retention of a given term’s gestalt (spelling) as well as 
content (meaning and context). But the creation of word clouds does not only help students hone 
their linguistic skills; on a metacognitive level, it invites, in a playful way, thinking about our 
thinking. Allowing students to compare their ideas with those of others supports them in self-
assessing their knowledge and/or proficiency and identifying areas for improvement.  

Costa and Kallick’s “know your knowing!” thus comes into play in a low-stakes, 
nonintimidating environment that paves the way for other forms of student application, 
engagement, and interaction. Conforming with the Habits of Mind sequence of teaching, 
learning, and optimizing over time, creating word clouds in the classroom can be used to 
visualize progress and improvement when such exercises are used at the beginning of a unit (in 
our case, the opening unit of a class dedicated to nature—landscape—and environment) and as a 
repetition assignment near the conclusion of a unit. Most importantly, word cloud generation 
allows learning communities to collectively create a “product,” work together, and develop a 
sense of agency and ownership.  

A slightly different set of Habits of Mind comes into play when students are asked to 
create mind or concept maps. The term “mind maps” generally refers to visualizations that focus 
on one central idea, while the term “concept maps” denotes graphic arrangements of more 
complex, interrelated ideas or concepts. Both mapping exercises can be used to reflect real-life 
interdependencies and foster creative, innovative, and interdependent thinking. I like to assign 
mapping exercises to smaller groups of students because that allows for more intense interaction 
and exchange.  

In the L2 classroom, mind and concept maps, like word clouds, are great tools for 
scaffolding lexical development and vocabulary retention. They facilitate collective 
brainstorming and listening, speaking, and writing practice. By exchanging the maps produced 
in the individual groups, this exercise can be extended to also include reading practice, 
interpretation, and verbalized explanation. Such sequencing encourages students to engage with 
even more ways of thinking and different perspectives and forms of conceptualization. It also 
models a culture of sharing and collective learning as well as pathways for creating, imagining, 
and innovating.  

With respect to content learning, generating mind and concept maps can provide holistic 
visualizations of a topic and alert learners to complex interrelationships as well as alternative or 
complementary forms of conceptualization and contextualization. The production of mind and 
concept maps—like the creation of word clouds—is a useful tool for applying existing 
knowledge to new situations, strengthening interdependent thinking, and demonstrating the 
benefits of working collaboratively. Creating a product that documents collaborative thought 
processes stimulates students’ creative, imaginative, and innovative potential. Exchanging, 
discussing, and interpreting maps produced by others creates additional opportunities for flexible 
and interdependent thinking by engaging with other perspectives and considering alternative 
options. It also adds additional incentives for striving for clarity, accuracy, and precision.  

Examples of mind and concept maps students produce in my upper-division German-
language content/culture courses include visualizations of our consumer behavior or the 
environmental, social, and economic impact associated with different modes of transport (bikes, 
passenger cars, motorized two-wheelers, buses, trains, aircraft). Reliably, students debate the 
pros and cons of purchasing bottled water or using plastic bags, the dangers of emitting 
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greenhouse gases, and the hazards of noise or light pollution. But they also reflect on the effects 
our mindsets, choices, and actions have on others, the global consequences of our individual 
actions, and the necessity to question existing attitudes, secure trustworthy data, and develop 
effective problem-solving strategies. Students discuss how scenarios might differ in different 
regions of the world (e.g., densely populated, highly developed Western nations as opposed to 
developing nations) and consider different points of view, alternative options, and new 
approaches.  

In all these ways, students practice Habits of Mind, including thinking about thinking; 
questioning and posing problems; thinking flexibly; and creating, imagining, and innovating. 
One of the student suggestions for sustainable changes to our local context in Cache Valley that 
came up in the context of such a brainstorming exercise involved creating a USU-operated 
shuttle service between Logan and the Beaver Mountain Ski Resort. This idea, aimed at reducing 
traffic and emissions during the challenging bad air days, is now being developed into a student 
grant proposal to USU’s Christensen Office of Social Action and Sustainability (COSAS). 
COSAS offers students opportunities for sustainable innovation, outreach to the local 
community, and to become lifelong engaged citizens (Christensen Office of Social Action and 
Sustainability, n.d.). 
 

Figure 4.1 

Three different types of word clouds created by USU students enrolled in GERM 4610 (tool: 
https://wordart.com). 

 
 

II. Measuring and Analyzing Our Ecological Footprint  
The second activity revolves around measuring one’s carbon footprint. Despite this tool’s 

problematic backstory—one of the first measuring tools was developed by the British petrol 
giant BP and designed to deflect corporate responsibility away from the company onto 
individual consumers—asking students to measure their footprint can be a great learning tool, 
especially in the preparation of sustainability-related classroom discussions or project 
development. Challenging students to calculate their footprint encourages them to develop an 
awareness of our demand on nature in relation to Earth’s natural supply (biocapacity) and to 
critically (re)examine our own habits and consumer behavior: How and what do we eat? How do 
we live? How do we travel? How and what do we consume? How much waste do we generate? 
There are many sites that invite carbon footprint calculation. For the German-speaking context, I 
find the following ones helpful: https://www.fussabdruck.de; https://www.wwf.de/themen-

https://wordart.com/
https://www.fussabdruck.de/
https://www.wwf.de/themen-projekte/klima-energie/wwf-klimarechner
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projekte/klima-energie/wwf-klimarechner; https://www.mein-fussabdruck.at; or 
https://www.nachhaltigleben.ch. 

The test results show how many earths we would need to support our current lifestyle in 
relation to how fast we consume limited resources and generate waste. The parameters for our 
demand (diet, living, mobility, consumption; generation of waste, etc.) connect to students’ real 
lives and our shared reality, inviting them to raise questions, diagnose existing problems, and 
identify possible pathways toward solutions. An exercise involving carbon footprint calculation 
can also help students strive for accuracy and think and communicate with clarity and precision 
(among other things). A follow-up reflection asking students how they might reduce their 
ecological footprint or an assignment requiring them to develop a community project that may 
address, on a local scale, a specific problem can foster Habits of Mind like applying past 
knowledge to new situations; independent thinking; and working creatively, imaginatively, and 
innovatively. 

Figure 4.2 

Opening Page of a German Carbon Footprint Test 

 
 

III. Role Play: Helping a Sick Planet 
If planet Earth were a patient and you were the attending physician, what regimen of care 

and/or medication would you prescribe? So, or similar, is the question that I ask my students 
with the invitation to develop a dialogue or role play. In addition to useful linguistic practice, 
this exercise helps students develop several key Habits of Mind: It requires that students transfer 
knowledge to a new situation; engage in a creative, imaginative, and innovative way; think 
flexibly and interdependently; and that they listen with understanding and empathy. (Along the 
way, they might even find a little humor!) This format provides an engaging and student-
centered way of opening units that analyze different environmental narratives and their functions 
(warning, urging, appeasing). Discussing the metaphor of the “sick” planet or the image of the 
misanthropic, abandoned planet Earth prepares the analysis of more complex narratological 
forms and patterns (melancholy, dystopian, utopian, technological, or transformative) and leads 
to a deeper understanding of narratives as central to different cultures’ (and individuals’) self-
interpretation and construction of meaning.   

https://www.wwf.de/themen-projekte/klima-energie/wwf-klimarechner
https://www.mein-fussabdruck.at/
https://www.nachhaltigleben.ch/
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Figure 4.3 

Two examples for the depiction of planet Earth as a patient (left: source unknown; courtesy of 
Gabriele Dürbeck; right: 
https://de.toonpool.com/cartoons/Erde%20vor%20Burn%20out_280091).

 
 

IV. Experiencing and Creating a Nature Mindfulness Path 
Engaging students in a mindfulness exercise can be a particularly impactful learning 

experience, as it invites students not only to learn cognitively but to transcend traditional 
academic learning formats and learn emotionally as well. In my courses, I have used nature 
mindfulness paths in different ways—I have experienced them with my students, and I have 
encouraged my students to design their own mindfulness paths.  

One of the excellent tools I have found for the German-speaking context is by 
Schutzgemeinschaft Deutscher Wald (n.d.). Under the heading “Experience the forest with all 
senses,” this site provides visual and acoustic materials to facilitate forest mindfulness 
experiences. For each of the categories “breathing,” “walking,” “feeling,” “smelling,” “hearing,” 
and “seeing,” this site offers audio introductions, spoken by a male or a female voice, that 
provide information and contextualization as well as short meditations that guide the listener 
through an awareness exercise (Schutzgemeinschaft Deutscher Wald, n.d.). All materials, 
including the audio segments, are in the target language. In addition to this experiential material, 
Schutzgemeinschaft Deutscher Wald offers a lot of information materials, including printable 
cards that provide the above-mentioned headings and can structure student-designed mindfulness 
paths (Figure 4.4).  

Experiencing and/or creating a nature mindfulness path enhances students’ awareness, 
attentiveness, and listening skills. It facilitates explicit Habits-of-Mind learning because it 
encourages students to gather data through all senses; respond to their environment with 
wonderment and awe; and listen effectively, with understanding and empathy.  

Figure 4.4 

Forest Mindfulness Path 

https://de.toonpool.com/cartoons/Erde%20vor%20Burn%20out_280091
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Note. Audio materials by Schutzgemeinschaft Deutscher Wald, www.sdw/de/fuer-den-
wald/aktivitaeten-im-wald/achtsamkeitspfad. 

 

V. Curating an Art Exhibition of Student-Created Upcycled Art 
The last idea I share here is creating with your students an art exhibition that consists of 

artworks produced from upcycled materials. This project, which I like to plan toward the end of 
our learning journey, consists of several steps. First, in the context of the course, students learn, 
through many different formats, about sustainability and the importance of good environmental 
habits. Second, they create these artworks, individually or in groups. And third, I provide a 
forum for exhibiting these artworks in the classroom context. 

Engaging in an extended, multi-step learning project—scaffolded and interspersed by 
frequent instructor feedback—teaches students to remain on task, focused, and to persevere in 
seeing a task through to completion. There are many online materials for upcycling art projects. 
For my courses, I have found valuable tips and ideas at the website of Geolino, the German 
National Geographic for young people: https://www.geo.de/geolino/basteln/15038-upcycling-
mit-kindern-basteln. In the classroom, we discuss some of the ideas showcased on this site. In 
my experience, students do not imitate those exact ideas but use them as springboards that 
unlock their own creativity. Creating artworks from recycled materials helps students question 
the concept of waste, experience community in the exhibition, be creative in helping the 
environment, reflect on possible improvements to practices in their own contexts, communities, 
and at USU at large, and act more mindfully on campus and beyond. Specific Habits of Mind 
practiced by creating an art exhibition of student-created upcycled art include encouraging 
students to think flexibly; questioning and posing problems; and stimulating creativity, 
imagination, and innovation. 

 

Conclusion 
Practical, process-oriented, innovative, and creative learning formats that involve 

students in “green” discourse, projects, and activities lend themselves particularly well to also 
facilitate equitable, supportive, holistic, and sustainable Habits-of-Mind learning. Engaging L2 
students in sustainability-related activities, exercises, and projects opens specific pathways to 
transformative, holistic, and lifelong learning. Sustainability as a lens can help instructors create 

https://www.geo.de/geolino/basteln/15038-upcycling-mit-kindern-basteln
https://www.geo.de/geolino/basteln/15038-upcycling-mit-kindern-basteln
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theme-based and project-oriented immersion experiences that implicitly and explicitly engage 
students in Habits-of-Mind learning.  

Developing word clouds and mind or concept maps prompts students to think about 
thinking and strengthens metacognitive skills. Facilitating opportunities for students to engage 
with many different viewpoints and conceptualizations fosters flexible thinking and the ability to 
see things from alternative viewpoints. Enriching students’ perspectives further supports them in 
developing more diverse and encompassing problem-solving strategies. Exercises focused on 
calculating our carbon footprint help students strive for accuracy, raise questions, examine 
problems, and think and communicate with clarity and precision. Follow-up reflections and 
projects geared at actively developing alternative behavior patterns and shaping new, more 
sustainable habits requires the application of past knowledge to new situations; independent 
thinking; and working creatively, imaginatively, and innovatively. Role plays developing around 
the concept of a sick planet strengthen students’ ability to apply knowledge to new situations, 
think flexibly and interdependently, engage with their (social and natural) environment in 
creative, imaginative, and innovative ways, and develop understanding and empathetic listening 
skills. Experiencing and/or creating a forest mindfulness path encourages students to gather data 
through all senses; respond to their environment with wonderment and awe; and listen 
effectively, with understanding and empathy. Finally, curating an art exhibition of student-
created upcycled art encourages students to think flexibly and stimulates creativity, imagination, 
and innovation. The multi-step process consisting of learning about recycling, coming up with a 
concept for the artwork, gathering the materials, producing the exhibit, and, as a group, putting 
together an exhibition strengthens Habits of Mind like persistence and collaboration. 

The L2 classroom provides an ideal context for interactive, communicative, and project-
based learning formats and outreach initiatives. By integrating student-centered sustainability 
learning into the L2 classroom, teachers ensure that students’ learning journeys are connected to 
real-life challenges. Creating diversified, immersive learning contexts in which students interact 
with environmental challenges and debates can facilitate opportunities for students to come up 
with their own suggestions for solutions. This allows students to explore many different 
pathways to success. 

Issues of sustainability and planetary boundaries affect us all and demand our collective 
attention, inquiry, creativity, and innovation—across disciplines and national or linguistic 
divides. One of the most important tasks of the university, and higher education in general, is to 
assume a leadership role with respect to issues of sustainability learning. If we take seriously the 
dedication at the beginning of Costa and Kallick’s Habits of Mind: A Developmental Series “that 
the ultimate norm for morality is the impact our choices have on persons living seven 
generations from now,” instructors need to create forums for communication and sustainable 
practice to help students create a positive and sustainable future. There are many vibrant learning 
formats, frameworks, and contexts in and through which instructors can help students develop 
greater environmental awareness and strong ethics of care, attention to the implications of our 
attitudes and actions for others, and an understanding of the necessity to constantly evaluate and 
improve. In all of them, sustainability learning and sustainable Habits-of-Mind learning go hand 
in hand. And through such holistic, immersed learning, instructors support students in becoming 
informed, engaged, and effective citizens, not only of our university but our region and the 
world. 
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Chapter 5  

Structure for Success: Incorporating Habits of Mind into Online Courses 

Missy Kofoed 
 

Interest and participation in online courses in higher education has grown significantly 
over the past decade (Palvia et al., 2018). This growth was further amplified due to the increased 
online course options offered during the years of the Covid-19 pandemic. Data from the 
Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System indicates that about 73% of students were 
enrolled in a distance education course in the fall of 2020 as compared to about 36% in 2019. 
Even as pandemic restrictions eased, student enrollment in online courses remained high, with 
59% of students enrolled in at least one distance education course in the fall of 2021.  

Online courses provide increased accessibility, convenience, and flexibility as compared 
to their face-to-face counterparts, and these are often determining factors that lead students to 
choose this course-delivery method. Simultaneously, the asynchronous course format frequently 
proves challenging to students with respect to persistence, striving for accuracy, and 
metacognition.  

My introductory college course, CHEM 1010: Introductory Chemistry, is a breadth 
physical science course. It is offered as an asynchronous online course with enrollments of up to 
300 students per semester. Taken primarily by non-science majors to fulfill a general education 
requirement, students in CHEM 1010 vary greatly in their backgrounds; many students are just 
beginning their college education, while others are adult learners returning to the classroom after 
an extended break. As such, while CHEM 1010 focuses on chemistry as the content, an instructor 
must also teach students from such wide backgrounds how to be successful learners, especially 
in an asynchronous environment. Therefore, some of the biggest challenges for the instructor of a 
large, asynchronous online course is how to balance requiring accountability from students, 
while also providing much-needed flexibility, as students are often balancing multiple courses, 
jobs, and other responsibilities. This requires fostering the development of students as learners 
by integrating and encouraging the Habits of Mind that will allow them to be successful both in 
the current course and in their future endeavors. 

In this chapter, I elaborate on lessons learned over semesters of teaching CHEM 1010. 
The incorporation of evidence-based practices to create structure and encourage autonomy in an 
online course provides students with clear expectations and allows them to develop confidence in 
how they approach the course. Rather than individual assignments, I emphasize elements 
interwoven throughout the overall course design that promote the expansion of metacognitive 
skills, that help students strive for accuracy, and that encourage persistence in the online course 
environment. 
 

Be Transparent 
One of my initial goals in CHEM 1010 is to ensure that students are aware of the course 

structure prior to the semester beginning and before committing to the course. Current learning-
management systems provide a great deal of flexibility to instructors with respect to how they set 
up their courses. This flexibility often leads to a lot of variation in the way that classes are set up 
across the university (and even within departments). Because of the variability in online course 
configuration and design, supporting persistence in my online course begins with transparency 
with respect to both course design and expectations. It is a mistake to assume that these learners 
are familiar with educational terminology or the structure of one’s class. In addition to 
transparency and expectation-setting being demonstrated to reduce student stress, this is a 
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valuable way to embrace more inclusive and equitable teaching from the beginning of the class 
(Hogan & Sathy, 2022). 

Approximately a week before the start of each semester, I send students an email 
welcoming them to the class and inviting them to explore the online course. They are encouraged 
to read the syllabus and to watch a course introduction video that outlines the purpose and 
structure of the class. Both the video and syllabus provide details about the key features of the 
course to help clarify expectations. This introduction also aims to uncover the unwritten rules for 
academic success and to avoid hidden curriculum often inferred in the context of cultural norms 
and expectations. Clear expectations have been shown to benefit all students but are even more 
beneficial for students from underrepresented groups, like first-generation college students (Eddy 
& Hogan, 2014). 

Included in my introductory video is the course designation and a short description of 
how this course fits into the general education framework of the degree, something that not all 
students will be familiar with at the start of their academic career. Additionally, my course is 
asynchronous and semi-self-paced, and I define these terms for my students. Within my 
introduction, I outline the expected time commitment for an online course and elaborate on how 
these hours should be distributed among the different components of the course. As a former 
high school educator, I am aware that the transition from the high school setting to the higher 
education classroom can be unfamiliar and challenging for new students. In high school, students 
are used to doing most of their learning in the classroom, while in higher ed, learning is more 
evenly distributed between hours spent in class and hours spent outside of class. In my 
experience, my students have found it valuable when I explicitly explain this difference. 
Furthermore, I highlight the inherent flexibility built into the course design and provide 
suggestions for how students might balance the incorporation of the class with their other 
commitments.  

As an overarching principle, it is essential that I consider the tone of the language in my 
syllabus and introductory video (Hogan & Sathy, 2022). In a course with limited face-to-face 
contact, I endeavor to ensure that students find me approachable as a way to support student 
persistence. Developing the Habit of Mind of persistence requires that students are capable of 
persevering in a task through to completion, employing alternative problem-solving strategies to 
help them when they are stuck (Costa & Kallick, 2008). To encourage persistence, it is important 
that hesitation to contact me is not a barrier that keeps students from seeking assistance or 
resources if they are struggling with material or falling behind in the course. After watching the 
course introduction video, students have expressed feelings of decreased stress and anxiety as 
well as a clear understanding of how to succeed in the course. 
 

Establish a Clear Course Structure 
My introductory chemistry course is designed with user experience in mind. Thoughtful 

and conscientious UX design is simplistically elegant, intuitive, and barely perceptible. “Quality 
UX design decreases cognitive load (or the overall amount of thinking going) so that student can 
focus on deeper learning” (Spencer, 2020). In an asynchronous online course, students interact 
more with the course itself than face-to-face with their instructor, so it is imperative that the 
course is well organized with a consistent flow and feel. Well-designed courses have consistency 
in language and experience that allow students to settle into a rhythm of participation in the 
course (Boettcher & Conrad, 2021). Many learning-management systems provide instructors 
with the ability to create templates within a course, which can be valuable in creating this 
consistency.  
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My online course is organized by modules, and while the subject content of each module 
varies, each module contains the same basic elements presented in a uniform format on a module 
overview page (Figure 5.1). Students follow the same general sequence of tasks to complete as 
they work through each module. Establishing a predictable rhythm allows students to proceed 
with confidence in the course, because there is no question as to what they should do next. In 
addition to course materials, there are several key features included on each module overview 
page. Student learning objectives are indicated at the top of each page and a time estimate is 
provided for each component of the module so that students know what to expect when 
beginning a task. 

Figure 5.1  

Example of CHEM 1010 Module Overview Page 

 
 

One of the challenges I have faced with the asynchronous online course format is how to 
require accountability from students while also providing a course that is flexible enough to 
accommodate the diverse needs and schedules of my students. Initially, I developed my course to 
be very low-structure. Students were provided with the course resources—recorded lectures, 
skeletal note outlines, and suggested homework problems, but were given the autonomy to work 
through the material on their own. The graded components of my course included quizzes and 
exams with only a few due dates throughout the semester. While the course was flexible, it failed 
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to provide the structure required by many students to aid them in being successful in the course. 
After many iterations across many semesters, I finally settled on an approach that has allowed 
me to blend flexibility with moderate structure. A moderate course structure has been shown to 
increase course performance for all student populations and works disproportionately well for 
underrepresented students (Eddy & Hogan, 2014; Freeman et al., 2011). In my online course, the 
moderate structure approach includes in-class engagement and graded review assignments 
distributed throughout the semester. 

In an asynchronous course, in-class engagement may look different than it would in a 
face-to-face class. To incorporate periods of active learning, I include embedded questions 
within my lectures using Kaltura quizzes. After a question is proposed, the lecture video 
automatically pauses, a literal interpretation of the concept of “hitting pause” (Rice, 2017). 
Students are then given as much wait time as needed to submit their answer to the question, after 
which, I discuss the problem, solution, and common errors or misconceptions. These questions 
are individually and automatically graded as students submit their answers within each lecture, 
but do not count directly toward a student’s grade. If students answer a moderate percentage of 
the total questions in a semester correctly, they earn a few points of extra credit. This approach 
encourages students to complete the lectures and to strive for accuracy but does not penalize 
them during the learning process. This technique also encourages students to take responsible 
risks by requiring that they choose and submit an answer for each question but providing them 
with a buffer that allows them to miss questions without forfeiting points. This helps to keep the 
focus on learning instead of accuracy during these initial formative assessments. In my end-of-
semester evaluations, students consistently mention the embedded questions within the lectures 
as one of the most positive aspects of the course. Student comments center around how this 
active learning strategy helps to keep them engaged in the lectures and how it allows them to 
reflect in real time on their understanding of the concepts being presented. Providing students 
with instantaneous feedback in this situation allows them the opportunity to consider the 
effectiveness of their learning strategies using metacognition.  

There are two assignments provided as a follow-up to the lectures associated with each 
module. One is an ungraded problem set, while the other is a graded module review quiz. 
Assignments tied to grades are an important element of a moderate structure course, as they help 
students remain accountable for their learning. However, as discussed later in the chapter, these 
module-review quizzes also serve as a way I provide feedback to my students and allow them to 
learn without penalty as they strive for accuracy. For the module-review quizzes, students are 
allowed an unlimited number of attempts, with their highest score being the one that is kept. 

To aid students as they develop as self-regulated learners, and to help students persist in 
the course, one of the most effective strategies I have used is to assign due dates for both the 
lectures and the quizzes. Only the due dates for exams are hard deadlines, and while the lectures 
and the quizzes have due dates assigned to them, students are allowed to submit them late and 
without penalty. As previous iterations of my course either included too few or too many 
deadlines, I have been amazed at how simply assigning a deadline inspires most students to 
continue to advance through the course at a regular pace. In this way, I can emphasize that 
consistent progress in the course is important but still provide flexibility and empower students 
to own the time-management process. In my course evaluations, students have commented their 
appreciation for the assigned due dates, which allows the lectures and quizzes to show up on 
their to-do list within our learning-management system and provides additional motivation for 
them to complete the task. 
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Provide Opportunities to Learn Without Pressure 
Course flexibility and the opportunity for students to learn without penalty go together in 

encouraging students to strive for accuracy and persist in the online course environment. An 
essential component of allowing students to learn without penalty is through providing feedback 
on formative assessments. The fact that Introductory Chemistry is a large course without 
graduate TA support has required me to think creatively about how I can give feedback to the 
300 students in my class. One way that I have been able to accomplish this is by creating the 
lectures with embedded questions. The second method I have used to provide timely feedback to 
students is by creating large quiz question banks for each module quiz so that students can take 
each quiz an unlimited number of times. While the quizzes are still graded, students are given the 
opportunity to retake a quiz as many times as necessary to earn their desired score. This low-
stakes format decreases the pressure on students and allows them to use the quizzes as formative 
assessments to evaluate their mastery of content and to self-reflect on their progress. It is also a 
valuable way for me to provide instantaneous and automated feedback.  

Although I have allowed multiple attempts on module quizzes since I first began teaching 
introductory chemistry, in the past few semesters, I have transitioned from allowing a defined 
number of attempts (four) to allowing an unlimited number of attempts. Despite my best efforts 
to inspire students to begin their quiz attempts soon after finishing the module material, I 
continued to notice that they would often save those attempts until the last day that a quiz was 
available. In the moderate structure approach to my course, I wanted to find ways to encourage 
more distributed practice, as this method of learning is more conducive to long-term retention of 
knowledge (Dunlosky et al., 2013). After I switched to allowing an unlimited number of attempts 
on each quiz, I observed that although many students did not use more than four attempts, a 
much larger percentage of students began their quiz attempts earlier, which resulted in more 
distributed practice throughout the course of the semester. Having an unlimited number of 
attempts removed the pressure for students to only begin their attempts after they felt like they 
were completely prepared and is another way I encourage my students to take responsible risks. 
It also removed the desire for students to save their attempts to use later for exam preparation. As 
my quizzes were already open-note/open-book, and I had already developed an extensive quiz 
bank, converting from a defined number of attempts to an unlimited number of attempts was an 
easy adjustment to help achieve more distributed practice while maintaining course flexibility. 
 

Provide Support 
My working hours may be considerably different than the working hours of my students 

since I may have students from across the United States and sometimes around the world 
enrolled in my online courses. This means that the hundreds of students in the course may be 
operating on entirely different schedules. When I taught entirely online during the peak years of 
the pandemic, I became increasingly aware of my struggle to maintain a work–life balance. In 
my commitment to supporting my students during these challenging years, I neglected my life 
outside of work. To restore a better work–life balance, it became a priority of mine to integrate 
multiple layers of support into my online classroom so that students always had options for 
getting help without having to rely on me for immediate assistance.  

To begin, I communicated my availability, including when they should expect email 
responses from me and how to schedule face-to-face meetings. I established boundaries and 
shared them transparently with my students. In addition, I outlined clearly what resources were 
available to them when I was not in a central location on a page titled “Need Help with 
Chemistry?” It was important to me that the course was designed so students could receive the 
assistance and support they required in the course regardless of their schedule. By providing 
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options for support in the class that are always available, I demonstrate respect for their time as 
well as mine. This approach also functions to empower students to grow as self-regulated 
learners and to develop persistence as they learn to find their own answers using the scaffolding 
provided in the form of well-organized and well-structured additional resources. 

The ability of students to develop persistence can also be positively affected by the 
encouragement of a mentor, although when I began teaching this course, I was overwhelmed at 
the idea of trying to communicate individually with each of my hundreds of students. While I do 
not send out completely unique messages to each of my students, I do send standardized 
messages to students to congratulate them on their performance or progress, to encourage them if 
they seem to be struggling or have gotten behind, or just as a general check-in. When I reach out 
to the entire class via these messages, on average 60 or more of the 300 students will respond. 
Often students indicate that they appreciate being checked on, but these check-ins have also 
provided a low barrier pathway for students to communicate to me if they have concerns about 
their ability to attain success in the class, which then allows me to provide more personalized 
feedback. 
 

Model Effective Learning Strategies 
It is important for students to remain open to continuous learning, not just with respect to 

the course content they are learning but also with respect to techniques for successful learning.  
Most often, when students communicate to me that they are struggling in my classes, it is 
because they are beginning to realize that their current learning strategies are ineffective. As 
students adapt to the increased rigor often required by college courses, they are learning both 
content and how to become learners.  

In my classes, I have developed a series of weekly announcements sharing evidence-
based learning techniques from the book Make It Stick: The Science of Successful Learning 
(Brown et al., 2014). In each announcement, I share a summary of a learning technique along 
with a short video that describes the science behind each strategy. As an example, instead of me 
simply telling students that they will be more successful if they space out their learning, they can 
view an explanation of the neuroscience behind why this strategy is more effective than spending 
an entire day cramming for an exam. One of the objectives for a breadth physical science course 
like CHEM 1010 is for students to develop an understanding of the process of science. 
Demonstrating the science of learning and describing how the scientific process can be applied to 
everyday life is a great way to help students make connections between what they have 
historically seen as science and real-life applications. In the qualitative comments on my student 
evaluations, many comment on how they were not only able to apply these learning strategies in 
chemistry, but in their other classes as well. 
 

Conclusion 
  Habits of Mind can be integrated into classes in a variety of ways and through many 
different contexts. This chapter highlights how Habits of Mind can be intrinsically built into a 
course through intentional, quality course design and organization. Providing students with 
opportunities to self-reflect on progress and mastery of course content in a low-stakes 
environment encourages students to develop a growth mindset and resilience. Allowing for 
flexibility helps to motivate students to take responsibility for their learning and establish their 
own standards for time management. Merging Habits of Mind with course content can directly 
benefit students in a course, but this practice also provides students with transferrable skills that 
will serve them throughout the rest of their education and beyond. 
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SECTION II: Reflecting 
 
This section showcases the importance of reflection and metacognition for college learning. 
Leonard Henderson, Travis Thurston, Mehmet Soyer, Gonca Soyer, and Josie Tollefson analyze 
the use of #digitalpowerups in online courses to create meaningful student-led discussions 
around difficult subjects. Nichelle Frank then explores how she created and revised weekly 
reflection assignments in her introductory history course to foster student learning. Matthew 
LaPlante discusses the creation of his Pioneer Method to encourage students to meaningfully 
discuss and share ideas while persisting in learning. Next, Julia M. Gossard illustrates how she 
employs Habits of Mind in reflective assignments to help students move from fixed to growth 
mindsets in history. Jessie Koltz examines some of the social-emotional elements of reflection in 
her mid-level courses. Finally, Jenifer Evers shares how she incorporates metacognition into her 
mid- and upper-division social work courses.  
 
Habits of Mind discussed in this section include: 

• Thinking about your thinking (metacognition) 

• Thinking flexibly 

• Thinking interdependently 

• Listening with understanding and empathy  

• Questioning and posing problems 

• Thinking and communicating with clarity and precision 

• Taking responsible risks 

• Remaining open to continuous learning 

• Persisting 
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Chapter 6 

#DigitalPowerups: Creating Safe and Brave Spaces in Online Discussions to 
Support Student Choice and Voice 

Leonard Henderson, Travis Thurston, Mehmet Soyer, Gonca Soyer, and Josie Tollefson 
 

When structured effectively, online discussions can create safe and brave spaces (Murphy 
et al., 2020) for students to engage in meaningful dialogue surrounding traditionally difficult 
topics, like gender and sexuality. Yet it can be challenging to motivate students to participate in 
online discussions (Moore, 2021). In this chapter, we show how the #digitalpowerups strategy 
provides an innovative and effective way for instructors to engage students in higher-order 
online discussion by developing Habits of Mind skills, such as applying past knowledge to new 
situations, thinking about your thinking (metacognition), listening and understanding with 
empathy, thinking interdependently, responding with wonder and awe, and striving for accuracy 
(Al-Zakri & Al-Jubair, 2020; Costa & Kallick, 2009).  

#Digitalpowerups are keywords displayed as hashtags that are associated with 
corresponding prompts in online discussion forums allowing for both student choice and student 
voice. The #digitalpowerups strategy is theoretically grounded in the dynamic interplay between 
social and cognitive presence in the Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework. At its core, CoI “is 
social constructivist in nature and is concerned with deep and meaningful learning” (Joksimović 
et al., 2015, p. 640). CoI must be centered in a learning environment that encourages discourse 
and community building as a means of engaging students in an educational experience (Garrison 
et al., 2010). Specifically, the #digitalpowerups strategy was designed to empower students with 
autonomy and choice, which opens opportunities for students to engage in course activities (Lee 
et al., 2015; Reeve & Jang, 2006). Although online discussions can “allow students to participate 
actively and interact with students and faculty” (Baglione & Nastanski, 2007, p. 139), without 
proper course design and teacher presence, online discussions tend to focus on a “lower level of 
thinking and discourse” (Christopher et al., 2004, p. 170).  

Using #digitalpowerups not only helps students structure their responses. The use of 
hashtags in online discussions also challenges students to enrich their discussion as they build the 
Habits of Mind necessary for success in online discussions. In this chapter, we scrutinize how 
#digitalpowerups support student learning in a dynamic virtual community for difficult topics in 
SOC 3010: Social Inequality, an undergraduate course at Utah State University (USU). We share 
the theoretical underpinnings of #digitalpowerups and results from scholarship of teaching and 
learning (SoTL) studies. We also offer detailed insights on ways instructors can implement this 
strategy in their courses. 

 

Digital Powerups in Online Discussions 
Digital powerups have recently come to the forefront of innovative strategies in higher 

education. Although they originated in K-12 settings (Gustafson, 2014, 2016) with younger 
students, #digitalpowerups have also been applied in postsecondary settings. Thurston (2020) 
published the first study on #digitalpowerups with graduate students. Subsequent studies on 
#digitalpowerups combined the strategy with think-alouds for graduate students (Mardi, 2020, 
2022). Figure 6.1 lists the related Habits of Mind skills that resulted from these studies. In this 
chapter, we specifically explore using #digitalpowerups in the context of undergraduate 
sociology coursework. Since #digitalpowerups are an emerging engagement strategy, there are 
limited studies on the specific strategy itself; however, the strategy is deeply connected to the 
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literature on social constructivist approaches to learning, the literature on online discussions, and 
the robust literature on Habits of Mind. 

Figure 6.1 

Habits of Mind Student Outcomes From #digitalpowerups 

    

Thurston, 2020 Mardi, 2020 Mardi, 2022 

 
Thinking about your 
thinking (metacognition) 
 
Creating, imagining, and 
innovating 
 
Remaining open to 
continuous learning 
 
Thinking interdependently 
 

 
Thinking about your 
thinking (metacognition) 
 
Applying past knowledge 
to new situations 
 
Questioning and posing 
problems 
 
Thinking interdependently 

 
Thinking about your thinking 
(metacognition) 
 
Creating, imagining, and 
innovating 
 
Thinking and communicating 
with clarity and precision 
 
Thinking interdependently 

 
Many instructors struggle to authentically engage students in online learning (Allen et al., 

2016; Herman & Nilson, 2018). This is not surprising given the inadequacies that exist in the 
design and facilitation of online discussion forums, such as not engaging students in higher order 
thinking (Andresen, 2009; Gao et al., 2013; Hay et al., 2004) and not allowing co-construction of 
knowledge and reflection (Cho & Cho, 2016; Lambiase, 2010). Importantly, these inadequacies 
can be mitigated in part by using the design and instruction of a strategy like #digitalpowerups. 

Gustafson (2014) originally proposed #digitalpowerups to address the insufficiency of 
authentic engagement in online discussion boards. Gustafson proposes that the use of these 
powerups enhances engagement from lower level responses to higher order thinking in Bloom’s 
revised taxonomy (Krathwohl, 2002). Instructors can use Bloom’s taxonomy as a scaffold to 
amplify student engagement and higher order learning (Cheung et al., 2008; Christopher et al., 
2004; Darabi et al., 2011; Ertmer et al., 2011; Gilbert & Dabbagh, 2005; Valcke et al., 2009; 
Whiteley, 2014). Employing hashtags is one way to use Bloom’s taxonomy as a scaffold in 
online discussions. A hashtag, which is a number sign (#) followed by a keyword (Pacansky-
Brock, 2012), can be used as visual or textual representations of prompts in the #digitalpowerups 
strategy. By explicitly labeling different levels of Bloom’s taxonomy with specific prompts or 
hashtags, students provide a clue as to the level (e.g., #remember, #understand, #apply) at which 
they are engaging in the discussion.  

Making students aware of Bloom’s taxonomy is the first step in shifting the discourse 
toward higher order levels of thinking and metacognition. Gustafson (2014) described 
#digitalpowerups as scaffolds for each level of the Bloom’s revised taxonomy action verbs. The 
importance of both choice and personalization as motivational factors is central to this strategy. 
Increased transparency related to the course and instructor’s goals and intentions can also be 
crucial for establishing trust in online instruction, which benefits student understanding and 
engagement with material (Kirschner, 2021; Lu et al., 2016).  
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In SOC 3010, students are allowed to choose two to four of the powerups when they 
respond to prompts. In addition, students use additional powerups in comments to engage with 
peers. This second use of #digitalpowerups promotes thinking interdependently and encourages 
students to listen with understanding and empathy. Gustafson (2016) presented #digitalpowerups 
as badges students earned when engaging at the different levels of Bloom’s, and students 
included a code in their post. We adapted this so that students used the powerup verbs as labels 
or hashtags to structure and organize their discussion posts (e.g., #create). Figure 6.2 shows each 
#powerup and the corresponding prompts. 

 

Figure 6.2 

#Digitalpowerups for Online Discussions 

 
The #digitalpowerups strategy builds on the features inherent in the discussion forum. 

First, this strategy harnesses a social media interaction space by introducing hashtags that serve 
as a reminder of the prompt being addressed. Second, #digitalpowerups serve as a tag (or label) 
to quickly indicate the level of Bloom’s that the students’ posts engage. Not only does the 
powerup indicate the level in which students are engaging (lower, mid, or higher), but also the 
prompts associated with the powerups scaffold or frame the student responses with Habits of 
Mind skills. Often students engage in the lower levels (#remember, #understand) of Bloom’s 
taxonomy based on the design and facilitation of the discussion (Gao et al., 2013), but the 
powerups nudge students into engaging in discussions in the mid-levels (#apply, #analyze, 
#evaluate) and the higher order levels as well (#create, #connect). 

 

The Context of Social Inequality  

Social Inequality is a 3000-level course required of undergraduate students in sociology-
related fields at USU. This course examines social inequality at different levels using critical, 
analytical, and historical approaches. Throughout the course, we explore both current and 
historical frameworks for studying social inequity. This includes theories and research that 
illuminate how factors such as race, class, sexuality, and gender intersect in the lives of 
individuals. Upon completion, students emerge with a newfound set of skills that allow them to 
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interpret the complex structure of social stratification with greater fluency. Students gain a 
deeper understanding of how sociologists define social stratification and the powerful role that 
ideology plays in upholding stratification systems.  

Students examine how various historical, social, political, economic, cultural, and global 
forces create and perpetuate social inequality. Moreover, students gain the insight to appreciate 
the importance of ascriptive factors, including ancestry, race, ethnicity, gender, sexual 
orientation, and religion, in determining an individual’s social status. In addition to 
distinguishing between absolute and relative definitions of poverty, students also recognize the 
significance of multiculturalism and diversity, both locally and globally. Throughout the 
semester, students engage in online discussions using the preassigned #digitalpowerups. Overall, 
150 students from various backgrounds participated in the class over the 15-week semester it was 
offered. 

 

Data and Data Collection  
In Social Inequality, students must use #digitalpowerups to do their postings each week 

by engaging in lower levels (#remember, #understand), in mid-levels (#apply, #analyze, 
#evaluate), and in higher order levels (#create, #connect) of thinking. The student’s initial post 
includes three powerups and their comments to their peers should include two powerups. Using 
the powerups not only helps students structure their responses but also helps them to use it as a 
forum to interact and learn from one another. Typically, students will need at least two or three 
sentences to properly address each of the powerups they select, though some posts end up being 
several paragraphs. 

In the rest of this chapter, we limit our analysis to students’ use of #digitalpowerups on 
topics related to gender and sexuality. After extracting and deidentifying postings from Canvas, 
we isolated 945 #digitalpowerups for gender and sexuality topics. In the following, we highlight 
how students used these powerups. We also analyze how students used the #digitalpowerups to 
demonstrate their thinking. Importantly, quoted text is abbreviated at times, though otherwise 
unaltered from its original. Grammatical errors are left unaltered to preserve the students’ voices 
and writing styles.  

For instructors interested in incorporating #digitalpowerups in their courses, two 
prominent themes from our analysis appear useful in their relation to Habits of Mind. First, 
students used a variety of #powerups for the common purpose of normalizing vulnerability and 
reflexivity by highlighting their own growth and connecting course content to personal and 
secondary experiences. In these instances, students often demonstrated Habits of Mind like 
applying past knowledge to new situations, thinking about your thinking (metacognition), and 
listening and understanding with empathy. Second, in responses to their peers, students regularly 
engaged in a co-construction of knowledge through affirming, yes-and-ing, and pushing each 
other further. Here, Habits of Mind such as thinking interdependently, responding with wonder 
and awe, and striving for accuracy commonly emerged.  

 

Normalizing Vulnerability and Reflexivity  
The first overarching theme was the range of powerups used to show forms of 

vulnerability, including the acknowledgment of growth, the personal impact content had on a 
student, reflexivity, and positionality. In myriad ways, students made personal connections to 
course materials, evoked the experiences of friends and loved ones, and normalized discussions 
of their own learning in both original posts and responses. In relation to expressions of growth, 
some students framed their learning in relation to regret: “It pains me that I used to say this 
before I realized how harmful it is.” In this way students felt vulnerable enough to express 
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personal experiences with growth. In one response to an #understand about how “your 
perception of sex and gender as a whole changed in the past 5 years,” one student felt 
comfortable enough to express that they “regret the reaction that I had when my sister came out 
as gay to me.” These statements not only reflect students’ thinking about their own thinking but 
also emphasize them remaining open to continuous learning, both of which appear aided by the 
comfort to be vulnerable with each other. 

At the same time, this private and personal vulnerability emerged in relation to every 
#powerup and included both primary and secondary experiences. In one #apply post, a student 
composed a poem for “a close family friend who came out to me in confidence,” writing, “Who I 
am will even make those I love cry… So, one day, one day I pray / That who I am, will one day 
be ok.” These secondary experiences often represented both expressions of empathy and 
experiences that fostered new insights for students. For example, a student expressed that they 
realized how pervasive harassment can be when “several women were telling me they’re 
uncomfortable with guys at functions.” Another student questioned their family’s debate around 
“what to do about [their] gay aunt” and the “disgust” they felt about the unfairness of “hav[ing] 
to feel different because of the way they are simply born.” These examples show how students 
brought in past experiences of practicing empathy and understanding in ways that invited further 
empathy and understanding in discussion posts. 

For others, vulnerability took the form of speaking about their own experiences, framing 
their positionality, and expressing reflexivity. Sometimes students posted about their experiences 
as a means of contextualizing course concepts for other students, representing the notion of brave 
spaces and taking responsible risks. One student opened up about the difficulty of supporting 
their girlfriend coming out to her parents and the shared feelings of rejection they both felt. 
Another student described the subtle ways they had been made aware of cultural expectations to 
conform to gender norms, writing, “I found it extremely irritating that the first thing he did when 
he met me was assume that I was tied to a man or had a brother whose footsteps to follow in 
[sic], and then assumed I was unsuccessful without one.” This reflexivity and application of past 
knowledge (or experiences) to new situations was often expressed in relation to examples of 
discrimination, such as assumptions “that I can’t do something because I’m a girl.” Similarly, 
another student reflected that their high school girls’ soccer team had been given less accessible 
training facilities despite being “consistently the best sports team.” Other students wrote poems 
with lines like “Dressed in clothes that I’m told you’ll like cause you’re a guy.” The blending of 
creativity, empathy, and critical thinking were common in posts that used #understand, #connect, 
and #apply to situate their experiences in the discussions. 

Finally, students discussed their own positionality as a means of identifying and 
contextualizing their voices and opinions. For one student, this meant identifying their position 
as a “heterosexual woman” to contextualize the way they grappled with the discussions queer 
activists had about focusing on marriage equality “when marriage had historically been a way for 
men to exert power over women.” On occasion a few students also named their own queerness, 
along with the tensions between acceptance and the internalization of social norms, in discussion 
posts. What remains clear is that the presence of these vulnerable and reflexive expressions does 
not align with the use of any particular powerup. Students continually found ways to engage in 
meaningful conversations of growth about the self while using a range of #digitalpowerups that 
reinforced several Habits of Mind.  

 

Co-Constructing Knowledge  
 The second trend noted throughout the content analysis grew from the comments and 
responses in student-to-student interactions that culminated in the co-construction of knowledge. 
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In their responses, students overwhelmingly affirmed one another by stating their agreement, 
celebrating novel contributions, and responding with wonder and awe. These affirmations also 
went further by directly building on contributions in a practice of yes-and-ing and thinking 
interdependently. Finally, although not as common, students also strived for accuracy and 
pushed each other further on statements that either countered course material or were interpreted 
as missing the point. 
 

Yes and Yes-and-ing 
 Throughout their discussion posts, students regularly showed empathy in their responses 
to affirm one another with an emphatic “Yes!” Often, these comments included expressions of 
gratitude and highlighted additions that students found useful for their own learning. Statements 
of the simple yet complete agreement were common. These included: “#remember I completely 
agree with you”; “#connect … I 100% agree that many topics are considered taboo or to [sic] 
uncomfortable to talk about”; “#apply I completely agree with your statement about women 
feeling obligated to leave their jobs after having a child”; and “#evaluate I agree with this 
statement.” While these responses range in specificity, the regularity of affirmation is significant 
in recognizing the positive framing original posts seem to receive in their feedback and the 
presence of awe among students. 
 Another subset of affirmations included explicit praise of the contributions made by 
original posts. For example, affectual framing looked like “#understand I love your question!” 
and “#analyze I’ve been wanting to watch that movie! That’s an amazing quote.” Similarly, 
while students celebrated each other’s perspectives, they also highlighted how original posts 
introduced new ways of thinking (or concepts) or reframed course material in ways that furthered 
their understanding of their own understanding. This included statements like “I never thought of 
it like that… just the terms ‘girlfriend’ or ‘husband’ can create a potentially false image for other 
people because similar to gender roles, these are also labels #remember” or “#apply…Thank you 
for making the timeline! It was super nice to be able to see the slow progression of gay marriage 
rights throughout the years.” Additionally, that effectual celebration can also be related to 
explicit thanks for peer-to-peer education and interdependent thinking as one student used both 
in their response: 
 

I absolutely loved reading your discussion post! Your #apply graph really stood out to 
me. Reading statistics about this topic is one thing, but being able to visualize them really 
helped me understand this problem better. Thank you for educating me more about this 
topic! 
 
Deeper levels of joint knowledge construction are evidenced in affirming statements 

where students would build on an original post by continuing a position or adding more nuance 
in the practice of yes-and-ing. One original post, for instance, quoted the textbook to refer to the 
social punishments for deviating from heteronormativity that make it too costly to explore 
alternatives. The student added: “#evaluate…I also know it’s not a choice…so society not 
‘allowing it’ doesn’t keep it from happening.” In response, another student highlighted the 
critical framing of what is “allowed” and began with “I completely agree with your point here! 
…so society shouldn’t ‘not allow it.’ I think that is something society…needs to come to terms 
with to help all individuals feel safe and comfortable in their own environments and identities.” 
This practicing of building upon one another took place among the use of both lower level 
powerups like #understand as well as higher level thinking such as #analyze, #connect, and 
#create.    
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Pushing Further 
 While yes-and-ing was far more common than challenging or disagreeing with peers on 

the discussion board, there were still opportunities for students to push each other to more deeply 
engage inequalities related to gender and sexuality. At times this meant offering a different 
interpretation of course material. One student using #analyze disagreed with a video that seemed 
to say that “women shouldn’t speak up against [workplace inequality] and that men are the ones 
who should talk about it…I agree that men should talk about it, but I don’t think that women 
shouldn’t.” Another student offered a different framing: “I disagree that that was what she [the 
video] was saying. It was more of a ‘women cannot do this alone’ type of thing.” This reframing 
was a helpful example of students striving for accuracy among their peers in discussion posts.  

Other times responses pointed out important omissions. One post focusing on “inequality 
for the LGBTQ+ community” in other countries asked what was “the best way to reduce and 
eliminate this inequality.” One of their peers responded with “#remember—Even in the United 
States, they [sic] are still treated unfairly in this country,” clarifying that the external focus 
seemed to imply an absence of inequality in the United States. This was like other response 
questions that asked for clarity as a means of highlighting an omission. For example, one student 
who used #connect compared the perspectives of their parents with their own experiences and 
concluded, “It seems like the conversation [of normalizing queerness] is almost new.” Another 
student responded by first agreeing that there are generational differences. But the student 
followed up with two clarifying questions to illuminate the difference between the presence of a 
conversation and its normalcy. “I’m wondering what conversation you are referring to in your 
last sentence?” the student asked. “And is it really a NEW conversation or just a more acceptable 
conversation?” In this way, the student demonstrated a willingness to address and challenge 
statements made by their classmates in ways that incorporated Habits of Mind like questioning 
and posing problems and striving for accuracy.  

However, most often posts that countered course content were left without a response. 
This may reflect an aversion to conflict in institutional settings as well as a trend where 
antagonistic comments were primarily responses to original posts. These responses rarely 
received their own responses. For example, some students sarcastically invoked “trigger 
warnings”; claimed that “XX, XY is all there is on a scientific level”; insisted that “we aren’t 
blobs of flesh than can morph from male to female or any made-up thing in between”; wrote that 
“there are too many pronouns to remember”; penned that “there are fundamental physical and 
temperament differences [between men and women]. This is scientifically true”; or held that 
lawsuits surrounding sexism in the workplace are “manipulative” and “playing the ‘woman-
card.’” Each of these examples were responses to original posts of several different #powerups, 
and the lack of peer engagement may be due to the structure of the discussion forum since 
students only have to respond to original posts and not responses.  

Even when original posts that countered course topics receive responses, those responses 
often focus on different #powerups in the original post. Despite these potentially missed 
opportunities, the responses to original posts presented varying forms of co-constructed 
knowledge. Students built from basic affirmation and agreement to yes-and-ing, and they also 
pushed their classmates to strive for accuracy.  
 

Discussion 
 Throughout the analysis, the themes of normalizing vulnerability and reflexivity and the 
co-construction of knowledge and understanding stood out as significant. The most prominent 
finding of this research, however, is how students used #digitalpowerups in ways that they were 
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not originally intended. This is not a condemnation of powerups; rather, it reflects students being 
active participants in the structure of online discussions. To be clear, the analysis of these 
discussions has not been focused on causal relationships between powerups and higher or lower 
order thinking and discourse but instead an examination of how students used these categorical 
structures to organize their discussions of course material. What it has shown is that 
#digitalpowerups can be one tool for educators in facilitating discussions that situate students as 
agents in their own learning and in developing several Habits of Mind. Students can accomplish 
this by normalizing their growth, invoking personal and intimate experiences, and mutually 
reinforcing, strengthening, and pushing each other further in the process.  
 For educators interested in implementing powerups in online discussion boards, several 
key takeaways appear worth further discussion. First, in recognizing that powerups were not 
always used as intended, educators looking for more standardized measures of different orders of 
thinking may want to elaborate and specify the conceptual differences between powerups. 
Assigning different points for higher and lower order powerups may be one possible tactic. 
Others may wish to provide these existing powerups as options while emphasizing that students 
can use them as they see fit. Another option may be to encourage students to make their own 
powerups. Regardless, students should be familiar with the goals of this exercise, as there may be 
unrealized opportunities to pose meaningful questions for the sake of conforming to the 
assignment.  
 Second, our analysis was complicated by the varying uses of these powerups. Like 
findings from Thurston (2020), students used #remember differently than the instructor had 
intended. Some responses failed to include a powerup at all, and most response posts used the 
powerup only to identify which part of the original post they were responding to (i.e., in response 
to your #remember…). Only a handful used a powerup as an active response (i.e., #evaluating a 
#remember). If the goal is to invite students to engage original posts with varying orders of 
thinking and discourse, the development of a subset of powerup responses may be beneficial. 
These may include the patterns identified in this analysis like #Yes and #YesAnd as well as 
#YesBut, #Clarify, or #Alternatively to challenge classmates’ perspectives.  
 Third, finding ways that encourage continued dialogue beyond the original post and 
response could be crucial for deeper and more nuanced discussion forums. This recognizes that 
students rarely countered or objected to course ideas in their original posts. Instead, they opted to 
include these sometimes-antagonistic perspectives in responses, which were left without 
engagement. To be clear, when comments in online course discussion boards rise to the level of 
reinforcing the legitimacy of harmful inequality, instructor intervention is appropriate to preserve 
a safe space. However, given that students did include both countering and contributive 
perspectives in their responses and comments, finding ways that encourage further discussion 
may aid the potential for co-constructive knowledge and interdependent thinking. 

Finally, the analysis in this chapter sought to highlight only a few positive ways that 
#digitalpowerups were implemented. It should be noted that not only are there numerous other 
unnamed patterns left unexamined here, but there are also several enduring limitations of online 
discussion boards that may not be explicitly clear. There remains a pattern of basic engagement 
or what may be seen as “doing the bare minimum.” As such, powerups do not necessarily 
eliminate the check-mark style of response. Additionally, some exceptionally well-written and 
thoughtful original posts were left without responses and engagement. Often, these posts were 
some of the last to be submitted, while others may have been unnoticed in a long stream of text. 
To counter this lingering challenge, educators may want to explore alternative structures to 
formatting the order of responses (i.e., randomly generated orders), incentivizing comments or 
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likes on posts without responses, requiring original posts to be submitted earlier in the week and 
responses later in the week, or implementing more elastic #PowerupResponses. 

 

Conclusion  

This chapter offers insight into using #digitalpowerups in online discussion boards. We 
argue that these powerups provide students a safe and brave space to dive into potentially 
controversial topics, such as issues of gender and sexuality, in an undergraduate sociology 
course. We also see the use of powerups as complementary to several Habits of Mind, such as 
applying past knowledge to new situations, thinking about your thinking (metacognition), 
listening and understanding with empathy, thinking interdependently, responding with wonder 
and awe, and striving for accuracy. As the Covid-19 pandemic forced educators to switch 
methodologies from traditional classroom settings to online settings, many of us found ourselves 
exploring more inclusive and innovative teaching practices to implement. Social Inequality 
seemed to be a fitting course for incorporating #digitalpowerups in online student discussion 
boards.  

In addition to the issues related to implementation of #digitalpowerups in online settings, 
educators are now faced with the authenticity of student discussion posts. As artificial 
intelligence tools (i.e., ChatGPT) become more accessible, educators have become concerned 
about the authenticity of student work. Integrating #digitalpowerups provides a creative 
opportunity for students to express their opinions in a safe and brave space. This pedagogical 
approach to discussions further encourages students to exercise their own voice in online 
discussions. We believe giving students the opportunity to choose and voice their opinions by 
implementing preexisting #digitalpowerups or empowering them to come up with their own 
#powerups will encourage them to be the authentic persons that they are. Empowering and 
incentivizing an authentic presence in the classroom regardless of the delivery of the content will 
then create an environment for meaningful contributions, putting critical-thinking skills to work 
and creating Habits of Mind that will help students become lifelong learners.  
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Chapter 7  

Learning Beyond Content: Using Weekly Reflection to Promote Student 
Confidence and Lifelong Learning 

Nichelle Frank 
 

During an intake survey in my introductory-level history courses, my students select from 
a series of answers to respond to the question, “What do YOU believe are the goals of a college-
level history class (select ALL that apply)?” The possible answers are “teach information about 
people, places, and events in the past,” “teach critical thinking skills,” “practice oral 
communication,” “practice written communication,” “memorize lists of dates and facts,” and 
“expose students to diverse points of view.” I have used this question as part of a pre-course 
assessment since fall 2021. The top three answers, which 70% (or more) of the students select as 
course goals, are “teach information about people, places, and events in the past,” “teach critical 
thinking skills,” and “expose students to diverse points of view.” Coincidentally, these are some 
of my goals in teaching the course as well, and I developed a low-stakes reflective writing 
assignment that has increased student confidence and provided students with the transferable 
skill of taking initiative in their own learning. 

The beginning of my career as a tenure-track professor coincided with the height of the 
Covid-19 pandemic. As a result, the pandemic and its learning environments have shaped much 
of my pedagogy. Since the pandemic created new types of learning environments, students now 
need new skills to be successful. As such, I built courses that used a method of instruction to 
allow students time and space to process new content and encourage new ways of thinking about 
that content. The latter—a form of metacognition—is an important step in successful learning, as 
Roediger et al. (2014) describe. Moreover, once students understand their own learning, they can 
better apply the skills and methods they learn in one class to another and then from classes to 
day-to-day life. This “transferability,” based largely on Perkins and Salomon (1988), motivates 
students to participate actively in the reflective process, not just in their classes but in other 
aspects of their lives. Motivation to complete work is particularly significant in the Covid and 
post-Covid learning landscapes because students are learning in different modalities that require 
them to be self-motivated and take ownership over their own learning.  

This chapter demonstrates that incorporating brief, informal, weekly written reflection 
into college classrooms helps students form healthy Habits of Mind in at least two key ways: 
First, it gives students ownership over their learning and, second, it boosts their confidence in 
their ideas and academic abilities. When adjusted to be outward-facing, as in a class discussion, 
reflection assignments also foster students’ sense of a learning community in which they 
collectively produce historical knowledge. In achieving these outcomes, this assignment 
structure addresses the Habits of Mind of thinking about your thinking, listening with 
understanding and empathy, thinking flexibly, and thinking and communicating with clarity and 
precision.  

 

Weekly Response Paper 
Since fall 2020, I have been teaching several introductory-level history courses, and I 

have used short, reflective written assignments every semester. While I have taught these history 
courses in various delivery methods (e.g., in-person, via Zoom, and asynchronous online), the 
requirement of a short reflective assignment has remained consistent across modalities. What I 
have changed over time includes the assignment directions and how students submit the 
assignment within Canvas. These changes have increased student ownership over their learning 



 81 

by giving them autonomy as well as placing them in forums where they must find ways to 
communicate their ideas clearly and respectfully.  

The assignment’s earliest variation was a “Weekly Response Paper,” which I employed 
in both HIST 1700: American History and HIST 2710: United States, 1877–Present. Students 
had to write a response by the end of each of the semester’s 15 weeks. These responses counted 
as 20% of students’ final course grades. The large percentage signals to students that this is an 
important part of their success in the course. I dropped each student’s two lowest scores. The 
assignment directions were:  

 
Write a short, informal response to the week’s materials, including reading, 
lecture, and discussion. Your response must be 100 words minimum. The goal is 
for you to reflect on what you learned this week. Was something completely new 
information to you? Did some of the sources challenge your thinking on a topic? 
How does the week’s materials connect to other things you have learned about the 
topics covered that week? How will you use the information you learned this 
week in your life? This will be graded pass/fail. 

 
Responses to these questions helped me understand the challenges students faced in U.S. history 
surveys. For one, I noted that students were encountering a great deal of information each week 
and needed a low-stakes space to sift through and process that information. Although the 
cumulative responses represented a large portion of their grade, the demands of each individual 
assignment were low. 

The results on these assignments in fall 2020 were generally what I had hoped. Students 
named topics and examples that caught their attention and described how these examples felt 
important to them. Each week, students participated in two class meetings (either in-person or 
via Zoom). These class meetings combined lecture and discussion, which built on the primary 
and secondary source readings that students completed before attending class. This provided 
students with myriad topics to discuss in their weekly response papers. In the second week of 
class alone, students wrote about subjects ranging from death and disease in the colonial period, 
the variance in relationships between Native Americans and Europeans, and their shock at seeing 
a timelapse video portraying the number and frequency of ships moving enslaved people from 
Africa to North and South America. Rather than me dictating their learning, students were telling 
me about what they had learned and how that compared to any previous knowledge they might 
have had on the subject. 

This first iteration of the assignment worked well for my purposes but needed adjusting 
to help more students grasp the benefits of precise language and specific examples. I addressed 
some of this lack of precision and specificity in feedback to individual students, and there was 
improvement moving forward. For example, a student might simply state that they liked learning 
about a topic but not explain further why they liked it or what it meant to them on a more 
personal level. Additionally, students sometimes only summarized a topic. In such instances, I 
provided feedback to prompt greater specificity and historical thinking, such as, “For future 
weekly responses, aim to include more details, such as specific people, organizations, events, or 
places that you learned about.” With students who only summarized content, I encouraged them 
to reflect on how the information might inform the way they think about their own lives. By the 
end of the semester, students who had not initially comprehended the idea of going beyond 
summarizing were submitting responses that included direct quotes from primary sources and 
noting either change over time or continuity, which are two core concepts that animate my 
discipline.  
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There were additional improvements that students made over the course of the semester. 
These included students describing how they were sharing the information they had learned with 
friends or family. Some students even used what they were learning in the course to open 
conversations about big topics, like the Vietnam War and immigration policy, with the people in 
their lives.  

By using more precise language and historical details, students demonstrated stronger 
communication skills. By selecting the topics that most resonated with them and by sharing with 
their friends and family, students were also participating actively in their own learning. They 
were thinking about their own thinking, as the Habits of Mind framework describes.  

As I observed the submissions for these papers during that first semester, I wondered how 
these students might share their thoughts with one another. While in-class discussion provided 
some opportunity to do this, it was difficult and perhaps even unfair to require in-class 
participation during the height of Covid. I was also cognizant of future instances where I would 
be teaching asynchronous online courses. Was there an assignment that might work well for all 
these delivery methods? The weekly response paper was a solid beginning, but there was room 
for improvement and growth. I had to find a way to work around both the limitations of remote 
learning and teaching in different delivery methods, sometimes multiple delivery methods at 
once (e.g., a combination of students attending in-person and via Zoom during a single class 
session plus students missing class and catching up by watching a recording later). 

 

Revised Weekly Journal Discussions 
 While the first version of the assignment clearly helped students take initiative in their 
own learning, there was less evidence that they were seeing the transferability of that skill. As 
my delivery method for courses shifted to include more Zoom and asynchronous online classes, I 
wanted to foster some of that transferability through student-to-student engagement. While I had 
maintained strong instructor presence in pre-pandemic online teaching, I was also aware that a 
balance was necessary; too much instructor presence might be a detriment to online learning 
(Blackmon, 2012). Additionally, although studies support the notion of a strong instructor 
presence in online learning, the isolation students experienced during Covid-19 prompted me to 
search for ways to increase student-to-student interaction (Conaway et al., 2005; Filho et al., 
2021; Lieberman, 2019). Finally, student-to-student engagement would be a way to nurture a 
stronger sense of a learning community in remote learning environments (pandemic or not), as 
described by Conaway et al. (2005).  
 To improve the assignment’s ability to teach transferable skills, I revised the assignment 
to be a version of a class discussion board. Although online discussion boards are common in 
higher education, I wanted to avoid the format I had used in pre-Covid asynchronous online 
courses, which relied on reading comprehension–style questions. In course evaluations, students 
stated that they enjoyed these discussion boards to a degree, but the repetition in answers and a 
stilted conversation in the responses peers offered to one another had me speculating about their 
overall utility. On the one hand, this common version of discussion format lent to reading 
comprehension and written communication. On the other hand, it limited discussion topics. 
Although I was unfamiliar with the Habits of Mind framework at the time, what I was really 
looking for was a way to encourage the Habit of Mind of “responding to the material with 
wonderment and awe. “What if I let students have a little more control over these discussion 
boards? What if instead of asking “What did you learn about xyz?” I instead said, “Tell me what 
you learned this week”? 

With these thoughts in mind in spring 2022, I replaced the weekly response papers with a 
weekly discussion board while shifting my introductory-level courses to an asynchronous online 
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delivery method. I modeled the boards on the “Weekly Response Papers” I had used since fall 
2020 rather than on a reading-specific prompt. While the response paper achieved several 
learning objectives, structuring the assignment as a response “paper” risked the assignment 
sounding more formal and restrictive than intended. Moreover, only I read the insights that 
students submitted. Shifting the assignment to a discussion board and retitling it “Weekly Journal 
Discussions” exposed students to other reactions to the materials and invited them to approach 
the assignment with a more thoughtful mindset (thus why I introduced the word “journal” to the 
title). I am sure I am not the first to do this, but my observations below demonstrate how this 
type of assignment has worked in a new, pandemic-influenced learning landscape.  
 The Weekly Journal Discussions directions are found in the Figure 7.1.  
 

Figure 7.1  

Weekly Journal Discussions Instructions 
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These instructions remained the same every week so that students had a consistent learning 
opportunity throughout the semester. When compared to the previous set of directions for the 
“Weekly Response Papers,” these directions are more robust, include a slight increase in the 
minimum word count, and encourage proper discussion board etiquette. 

In addition to making this assignment a discussion board rather than a paper, I split my 
courses (ranging between 40 and 100 students) into discussion groups of four to five students 
and set the discussion groups to change every 5 weeks. I assigned students (randomly) to their 
groups using the Canvas sorting feature. These settings allowed students to get to know each 
other in smaller online learning environments and avoided the groups getting “stale.” I also set 
the discussion boards so that students must post their own work prior to seeing posts from others 
in the group. I piloted this in an asynchronous online class in spring 2022 and then in a Zoom-
based class in fall 2022.  

This “Weekly Journal Discussions” version of the assignment led to several 
developments that speak to the Habits of Mind framework. For one, there was greater detail in 
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responses, which reflects thinking and communicating with clarity and precision. Although the 
change in the minimum word count from 100 to 150 might explain some of the increased detail 
in written work, responses were consistently over 200 words, and often 300 or more. In other 
words, students were exceeding expectations. Even the shortest responses were 160–170 words 
long. Although some students occasionally included “filler” words and comments, most were 
specific and included detail. For example, students might summarize something like the 
Haymarket Uprising and then describe how that example informed their thinking about the role 
of labor unions in the lives of everyday Americans. In instances like these, students were 
thinking more deeply about the role of historical events in social movements and using details 
and precision to convey those ideas. 

The earliest “Weekly Journal Discussion” responses also demonstrated deeper thinking 
and greater consciousness of other perspectives. These changes reflect the Habits of Mind of 
listening with understanding and empathy and thinking flexibly. Since the prompt was open-
ended and students could not see other posts until they submitted their own thoughts, students 
used examples that resonated with them individually. Thus, students encountered one another’s 
perspectives on the same events they might have posted about. Or they encountered peers’ 
perspectives about an event they had not put as much thought into. When responding to one 
another, the directions on etiquette encouraged students to practice understanding and empathy, 
even when related to present or past experiences of people who may be vastly different than 
themselves. Regularly, students wrote comments like, “I hadn’t thought of it that way, but now 
that you’ve posted this, I’m starting to think in new ways.” This is the Habit of thinking flexibly, 
in which students change perspectives and consider the different options that people of the past 
(and perhaps now) faced in any given situation. All told, the exercise encouraged the use of 
detail, deeper thinking, and engagement with other perspectives as students took ownership over 
their own learning.  
 These examples suggest that retitling the assignment and presenting it as a group 
discussion improved student submissions. But there may be other explanations. The changes I 
made to the assignment directions might explain some of the increase in average word count, 
including my repeated directive to include specific examples and the statement that responses 
“must go beyond summarizing.” Additional reasons for the increased engagement might be that 
students felt more invested in knowing that it would be not just the instructor reading their work 
but also several peers. I also suspect that some online asynchronous courses have a higher 
percentage of self-motivated students who might enter the course with some Habits of Mind 
already established. Further research could determine if data support these other explanations. 
Even with other possible explanations for the change in student submissions, the results still 
demonstrate that students were developing or refining Habits of Mind like thinking about your 
thinking, listening with understanding and empathy, thinking flexibly, and thinking and 
communicating with clarity and precision. By having the assignment due weekly, students also 
had the opportunity to make these into true Habits of Mind through consistently repeating the 
exercise. 
 
 

Student Perceptions 
 My perceptions of the assignment are just one piece of this puzzle, though. While I have 
seen improvement in student critical thinking and communication skills through this assignment, 
have the students noticed this as well? Were they seeing the transferability of these skills? Based 
on anonymous course evaluations, this type of discussion assignment has fostered student 
engagement. Some comments suggest that the increased engagement is a result of feeling 
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listened to. In spring 2021 for HIST 2710, for instance, a student wrote, “I loved the weekly 
responses…it was nice to feel like my voice was [being] heard.” At least for this individual, there 
was a sense of other students and the instructor using the Habit of Mind of listening with 
understanding and empathy. A sense of being listened to may be crucial to student perceptions of 
their own learning. Online discussion gives everyone a voice. When framed as open-ended 
discussions, it also poses the potential to assist in real learning, including students who might 
normally feel marginalized (Lieberman, 2019). 

Encountering others’ perspectives was another learning goal for me and the students, and 
the discussions met this objective easily. In HIST 2710 during the spring 2022 semester, for 
example, one student mentioned the notion of “perspective” as it related to the discussions: “I 
enjoyed the class discussions as well. It was great to talk to other students on what was going on 
in U.S. history and what our perspectives were on those events.” Similarly, a student in my fall 
2022 section of HIST 1700 commented that “I also really liked that she had the assignments as 
discussions so we could talk to others. She had it be critical that you comment to others, so you 
could see their point of view. I really enjoyed that interaction.” Being able to speak up as well as 
hear from one another were common themes here in how students perceived their learning 
experience. 
 Other course-evaluation comments suggest that the increased engagement I observed was 
because students enjoyed these interactions and felt that they learned from them. This may have 
acted as incentive to sustain interest in discussions over the course of the semester. In course 
evaluations for HIST 1700 from fall 2022, one student commented, “I like how the discussions 
helped keep me engaged in that class and helped me retain some information by being able to 
read and interact with my peers.” This student perceived that they retained more information by 
having this open-ended kind of interaction. Another student remarked, “I thought the lectures 
were pretty fun and thought-provoking. I liked that it was more about what you learned in the 
discussions. I felt like I could be more genuine in my thinking and questions.” The level of 
comfort this student describes indicates a perceived sense of thinking about their own learning 
and how they might participate in a genuine manner. This statement also suggests a sense of 
increased confidence. Overall, these comments indicate that students perceived the interactions 
with peers as positive and instructive for both content-based knowledge and learning about other 
perspectives.  

The course evaluation statements above were responses to end-of-semester course 
evaluation questions that ask students to comment on the whole course. The fact that students 
were choosing to include discussions at all suggests that this assignment resonates with them.  

Both my perception and students’ perception of increased learning through “Weekly 
Journal Discussions” in online learning environments is a positive indication that this assignment 
develops healthy and transferable Habits of Mind. As an increasing number of students are 
learning online, it is crucial to find ways to engage them in not just course content but also 
transferable ways of thinking and learning. Students in my classes are recognizing that 
transferability when they describe how consistently they share ideas and information from my 
courses with friends and family. 

 

Future Questions and Applications 
Since most of my instruction in recent semesters has been asynchronous online, it 

remains to be seen how well this type of discussion assignment translates to in-person classes. I 
plan to use the assignment the next time I teach an in-person class, since it allows all students to 
have a voice in the course. Although I would continue to include in-person discussions in face-
to-face courses, maintaining a weekly journal discussion as well allows everyone the chance to 



 87 

share their thoughts. In-person discussions might focus more closely on key concepts while 
allowing the online discussion board to be a more open forum.  

There are several reasons that the journal discussion format might work well for in-
person courses. For one, it might address the age-old problem of only some students speaking up 
in class unless required. When I was an undergraduate student, I lacked confidence in what I had 
to say, so I rarely spoke up during in-person class discussions. There are numerous other reasons 
students hesitate to participate in class discussions, such as individual styles or personalities and 
cultural values and norms (Eberly Center, n.d.-a). 

While this online discussion board might not address all or even most of those reasons, it 
is one way to accommodate students who struggle with in-person discussion. Strategies for 
addressing students who are shy recommend allowing students to prepare in advance, requiring 
all students to participate, employing groups, and rewarding student participation (Eberly Center, 
n.d.-b). The journal discussion format uses all these strategies. Additionally, perhaps a validating 
experience in the online discussion environment would give normally taciturn students the 
confidence to participate during in-person discussions. Finally, students completing this kind of 
discussion assignment get to “own their learning” in a way that, in my experience, has often been 
more difficult to achieve with in-person guided discussions in introductory history courses.  
 Another consideration for this assignment moving forward relates to the increased 
presence of artificial intelligence (AI) technology, such as ChatGPT. Students might attempt to 
use AI technology to complete the assignment. That said, students using AI technology would 
have to generate their own prompts, since the prompt contains no specific details. In doing so, 
they are still engaged in owning their own learning. They are having to figure out how to frame a 
prompt to get the result they want. So, while there might be a “loss” in having the student 
generate their own response to the material, is there perhaps a “gain” in how they are thinking 
about the processes of learning by framing their own prompts to give the AI technology?  

In that same vein, some instructors are suggesting that ChatGPT might be a technology to 
work with rather than against (D’Agostino, 2023). For instance, I might have students complete 
the “Weekly Journal Discussion” by creating their own prompt, submitting it to ChatGPT to 
generate a response, and then post the prompt they used, the resulting AI-generated response, 
and a short critique of the response. Students would be owning their own learning by framing 
prompts, and they would still be engaged in encountering other perspectives on a week’s 
materials. It might even open discussions about how AI constructs answers versus how humans 
learn. Along these lines, perhaps the assignment could require students to post their own 
response, then the version that they got when they used AI technology and offer some thoughts 
on how the two compare. Learning can still happen, though my expectations on what constitutes 
“learning” is likely to shift. I suppose I, too, am engaging in thinking flexibly here. 
 In introductory history courses, my main philosophy has been less “learn this about these 
specific things in the past” and more “tell me about what you’re learning.” There is, of course, 
value to evaluating students on specific knowledge that any given course intends to convey. In 
my courses, other assignments, such as written exams, achieve this. Including an assignment like 
the “Weekly Journal Discussion” in conjunction with assignments that evaluate specific content 
therefore accomplishes many possible instructional goals, whether they are content- or concept-
driven.  

These moments of reflection have worked well in classes regardless of modality. Many 
students are taking courses in multiple modalities during any given semester, so it is imperative 
that they understand not just what they are learning but how they learn it. This journal discussion 
assignment invites them into this kind of thinking and motivates them to create a habit of it.  
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Chapter 8  

Making Asynchronous Online Discussions Meaningful: An Introduction to 
The Pioneer Method with Robust Scaffolding  

Matthew D. LaPlante 
 

The students in my graduate cohort were motivated. Most were teachers with years of 
experience. Some had won national awards. Several were experts on working with at-risk 
learners. These were people who knew how to learn. Yet we were all struggling with our online 
classes. 

We were not reluctant online learners. We had all been drawn to California State 
University East Bay’s Online Teaching and Learning program precisely because of our interest 
in this emerging modality. Our instructors were experts in their disciplines. The assignments 
were well related to the readings. We were following the assignment instructions, dutifully 
checking off each of the boxes labeled “mastery” on our instructors’ rubrics. And it was not at all 
an issue that my fellow students and I were spread out across the United States. In phone calls, 
chat groups, and the occasional grainy video calls (this was in 2009, a decade before the “Zoom 
Boom” of video conferencing), we built intellectual connections and lifelong friendships, even 
though many of us would not meet in person until graduation day. 

So, what was the problem? Every class was largely centered around a set of questions 
that were to be answered and debated on an online discussion board. But the responses to these 
prompts never seemed to come close to mirroring the breadth and depth of conversations that 
happen in brick-and-mortar classrooms. They did not feel like a true academic discussion. 
There are endless ways to characterize an effective discussion. In this chapter, I adhere to the 
definition for “true academic discussion” built upon prior research in traditional classrooms 
(Alvermann et al., 1987; Guzzetti, et al., 1993) in which student voices dominate, students 
interact with one another, students contemplatively communicate, and students are expected to 
provide evidence to support what they are discussing. I will further suggest that a true academic 
discussion is the heart of a pedagogy that prioritizes voice, co-creation, social construction, and 
self-discovery through the employment of the learning dispositions known as the Habits of Mind 
(Kallick & Zmuda, 2017). In particular, the Habits of listening with understanding and empathy, 
questioning and posing problems, thinking and communicating with clarity and precision, 
striving for accuracy, and thinking interdependently are key in discussions that promote depth 
and meaning. 

Alas, it did not feel like these things were happening in the discussions in our classes. 
These discussions were most active on the first and last days of the period, with little activity 
happening in between. The asynchrony made it hard to track and follow any single theme. There 
was a lot of cheerleading (“Good point, Deb!”) and not a lot of contemplative debate, let alone 
the reflective, evidence-based kind of discourse that helps challenge rigid views and stoke new 
ideas (Oros, 2007). When our instructors engaged, any threads that were active at that point 
ended as we re-centered our efforts to address the professor.  

For me, the promise of online learning—that well-designed virtual environments could 
become every bit as meaningful as brick-and-mortar classrooms while fulfilling the promise of 
expanding equity (Warschauer & Matuchniak, 2010)—seemed to be losing its luster.  
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The Best Practices 
Early into my studies, I mentioned my concerns to one of my instructors. “It really does 

fail to live up to the promise,” she lamented, “but I don’t think anyone has figured out how to 
actually make it work.” 

That was disheartening. This was an expert in online learning, admitting that a central 
element of her class was a bust—and shrugging it off because it was no more of a failure than the 
discussions happening in other online classes. Impudently, I challenged her. “Surely someone 
has stumbled upon some best practices, right?” I asked. “Yes,” she said, “and what we’re doing 
in this class are supposedly the best practices.” 

As evidence, she directed me to what remains one of the most cited, and presumably 
emulated, examples of what a quality online discussion should look like, a model built on a case 
study at a large U.S. university from 1999 to 2001 (Gilbert & Dabbagh, 2004). The study 
population was similar in many ways to my cohort; the classes studied were iterations of a 
graduate course on instructional technology and learning theory. That seemed to be a promising 
start. But the classes evaluated in the study were not, in fact, fully online—the students and 
professor met face-to-face each week. As such, any successes of the Gilbert and Dabbagh model 
could not be separated from the hybrid nature of the classes in which they were taught. That did 
not mean these methods could not work in a fully asynchronous course, only that the case study 
did not offer any evidence that it would. Yet this was the structure my professor, and many 
others at our university at that time, had adopted. Each of these instructors had closely adhered to 
a protocol that included:  

 

• Required participation. 

• Web-based reading resources that explained the role of online teachers and learners. 

• Student facilitators drawn assigned to lead discussions and an instructor-provided rubric 
of expectations for how to carry out that duty. 

• A list of tips for successful online discourse for students. 

• Guidelines about the frequency of posts. 
 
These seemed like good guidelines. But, at least from my perspective, this structure did 

not create true academic discussions. When professors were involved, it was their voices that 
dominated, and when they were not, it was their proxy, the student facilitators, who directed the 
flow of the conversation. It was often unclear who students were interacting with, or if they were 
truly interacting or merely posting, as if on a physical bulletin board (a place where one leaves 
things for others to find, but not where one sticks around to interact with others). If students were 
indeed being contemplative, it seemed they were contemplating how to fit all rubric requirements 
into the shortest post possible. And lacking much, if any, guidance on how the assertions in a 
post should be backed, most students simply used their own personal experiences. 

When I re-scrutinized the data from the Gilbert and Dabbagh paper, it was clear the 
model used did not do much to improve the quality of discussions in the classes that were part of 
the original case study. As that model was developed, the quantity of posts with a reference to 
the assigned readings doubled from 9% to 18%, but there was no significant improvement in the 
following: students’ personal interpretation of the content; the building of connections to prior 
knowledge or outside resources; the use of personal experience or application of knowledge in a 
“real word” context; the use of analogies, metaphors or philosophical interpretations; and the 
making of inferences that ascend the information that was provided. The model that my cohort’s 
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instructors were using as “best practices” had not even been established, or claimed, to be 
successful practices by that study’s authors!  

In 2010, in fulfillment of an assignment in a class on learning culture, four members of 
my cohort surveyed 47 other learners in five classes at our university. The survey was 
specifically designed to assess perspectives on online learning communities, but results from 
three specific questions felt indicative of the struggles I had experienced. While 42.6% of 
participants expressed strong agreement with the statement “I feel comfortable participating in 
course discussions,” only 29.8% indicated a similar level of belief that “online discussions are a 
good way to collaborate with fellow students.” An even smaller number, 14.9%, strongly agreed 
that “my point of view is valued in online course discussions” (Casey et al., 2010). 

 

Figure 8.1 

Percent of Students Indicating Strong Agreement 

 

The survey revealed some degree of skepticism of the efficacy of online discussions as 
collaborative environments, a long-held central tenet of constructivist learning (Edelson et al., 
1995). Only a small number of students were strongly confident that their contributions were 
valued by other learners, an essential element of a productive discussion and an indication that, if 
other students were indeed listening with understanding and empathy, those qualities were not 
well perceived by others. This, of course, was among learners who had self-selected into a 
program that was focused on online teaching and learning. I could not see how anyone could 
build new knowledge upon their own experiences if they did not strongly believe in the adequacy 
of the associated social discourse or if they were unsure that their contributions were valued. 

 

A Selfish Pioneer 
I feel tempted to say that I decided to change things for the better for everyone. Alas, I 

did not have that sort of moment of resolve. What I did have was a sense that I could at least 
make things better for myself—to create some structure for my own contributions that might help 
me get more from the discussions. 

At the time, my biggest annoyance was the challenge I had tracking a theme across 
threads. Sometimes, for example, I would start working on a response to a post only to find that, 
by the time it was ready to be published, I was now responding to something that was three or 
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four posts higher in the queue. Other times, I would read another student’s post and, for what 
were likely similar reasons, be unable to understand what part of the earlier discussion they were 
referencing. I suspected this was interfering with the rhythm of reciprocity that is characteristic 
of productive discussions. In response, I began directly quoting the relevant part of the post to 
which I was replying. That way, even if other learners did not see it sequentially, they would be 
able to easily understand the context. This was a self-serving rather than example-setting act. I 
craved the sorts of discussions I remembered having in my in-person undergraduate experience 
and wanted to lower the barriers that kept fellow students from choosing to respond to my posts. 
The easier I could make it for them to understand the point I was making, the more responses I 
would get.  

Another of my concerns was that there were many posts in which participants would 
simply parrot other students’ answers, which did little to move the discussion forward, let alone 
reflect the sorts of questioning and interdependent formation of ideas essential to co-creation and 
social construction. Other times, they would make an assertion without citing evidence or, when 
they did offer evidence, it would be with the barest of indications of where it came from, a poor 
habit if clarity, precision, and accuracy are valued. While formal citations might have helped, 
they seemed awfully “clunky” as part of a discussion post. Fortunately, the binding of digital 
object identifiers to URLs had been in place for about a decade at that point (Liu, 2021) and was 
being widely adopted, such that hyperlinking to academic studies had become easy. So, I decided 
to only publish posts that included a hyperlink to some form of credible evidence.  

Finally, to make sure there was always an easy way to move the discussion forward from 
my post, I ended my comment with an open-ended question related to whatever assertion I had 
made. 

Altogether, these practices meant my posts began to look like this (fictionalized) 
example: 

 

Admittedly, this was weird. For the first time since I was much younger, I was genuinely 
worried about what other students thought of me. And maybe some of them did think I was 
strange, but then something surprising happened: Several colleagues began adopting this method 
of posting. An educator from the Oakland School for the Arts, J. D. Cogmon, was the first person 
I can recall mirroring this tactic. A few others joined us before that class ended. By the time I 
graduated, many of the students in my cohort were using what I had started calling “The Pioneer 
Method,” a reference to Easy Bay’s mascot and to the fact that I was beginning to feel a little like 
a trailblazer in the Wild West of Online Discussions.  

It seemed like this method was creating better discussions, but I could not know with any 
level of confidence whether that was truly the case. For one thing, I wanted it to work, so there 
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was plenty of confirmation bias at play. For another, not everyone in the class used the Pioneer 
Method, and it was not clear whether students who did not intrinsically see its value would have 
improved their contributions to the discussion if they did adopt it. 
 

The Pioneer Method Gets a Test 
I envisioned the Pioneer Method as a model for discussions in purely online settings. So, 

when I got my first chance to teach, as an adjunct instructor for an in-person undergraduate 
writing class at Utah Valley University in the fall of 2010, I did not think I would have much use 
for it. After all, I developed this method to help make online discussions feel less inferior to in-
person class conversations, which I had always considered to be inherently superior. But when I 
tried to foment an in-person class conversation, I was often met by blank stares. When a 
discussion would get going, it was often dominated by one or two voices. And although the class 
included students of color and a nearly even balance of genders, it seemed like two or three 
confident, young, white males were always the ones doing the talking. What is more, nearly 
every person who did talk would express an opinion devoid of evidence, and when asked to 
present evidence, they would often say something to the effect of “Well, that’s just my opinion.” 
In those first few weeks, something that should have been obvious to me all along became clear: 
The reason I was so enamored with the power of great in-person classroom discussions is that, 
during my career as a student, I had always been one of those very confident, young, white 
males. I had always been at the table, and I had not noticed who was not. 

Among students, teachers, and researchers, it is no secret that the “everyday inequities” 
of pedagogical culture has long included the domination of male participants in classroom 
conversations (Hall & Sandler, 1982). Nearly 40 years after this “chilly classroom climate” was 
first described, it was revisited by researchers at Dartmouth College, who conducted nearly 100 
hours of classroom observations and found that, on average, male students “occupy classroom 
sonic space” 1.6 times as often as women. “Men also speak out without raising hands, interrupt, 
and engage in prolonged conversations during class more than women students,” the researchers 
wrote. Other scholars have similarly studied how classroom discussion participation is impacted 
by age and race. In 1996 researchers from Purdue University reported on an apparent 
“consolidation of responsibility” for older students, who spoke more than younger ones (Howard 
et al., 1996). A decade later, scholars from the same institution reported on evidence that white 
students participated in classroom conversations at a higher rate than students of other races, who 
were primarily African American in the participating student group (Howard et al., 2006).  

These are not the only factors impacting in-person discussion participation. Other reasons 
include introversion, shyness, language proficiency, cultural differences, bad experiences, peer 
pressure, knowledge, interest, and fear of failure (Zakrajsek, 2017). While it has long been 
recognized that neurodiversity also impacts in-person discussion participation, accommodation 
strategies have been unevenly applied (Burgstahler et al., 2015). Speech disorders can also be a 
profound barrier to in-person discussion participation; students with these disabilities are often 
confronted with implicit and even explicit evidence that their “excessive use of air time” is 
unwelcome (Daniels et al., 2011). 

Participatory equity was certainly one of the reasons I implemented online discussions in 
the first in-person class I taught, and this continues to drive my enthusiasm for the community-
building power of supplementary asynchronous conversations (Covelli, 2017). Admittedly, 
though, I was also pining for an opportunity to take the Pioneer Method “out for a spin.” So, in 
the second week of class, I introduced my students to the “quote, reflect with evidence, question” 
method I had experimented with in my own graduate studies. 
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It would not be long, however, before I realized that introducing students to the model 
would not suffice. Motivated learners picked it up quickly, followed it with fidelity, and certainly 
seemed to elevate their contributions as a result, but others struggled to adopt this additional 
learning framework, and I feared I might soon be doing as much “grading of rules” as I was 
grading of knowledge.  
 

Challenges to Adoption 
When I introduced my first college class to the Pioneer Method in 2010, about half of the 

students had previously participated in online academic discussions. Today, more than a decade 
later, it is uncommon to find a student without substantial experience in online discussions. 
Perhaps counterintuitively, this can be a significant challenge to adoption of the Pioneer Method 
because many students have well-developed habits around this part of their learning experience. 
They are often unpracticed at listening with understanding, questioning, communicating with 
clarity, striving for accuracy, and thinking interdependently. 

I have come to recognize that, in no small part, the lack of these habits in online 
discussions stems from a tendency for students to only participate at the start or end of a 
discussion period, a result of students who are used to being held accountable to a quantity of 
posts, but not to a frequency of posts. 

Another well-ingrained challenge comes from students who are used to online 
discussions being a place to share opinions, but not familiar with the process of connecting their 
beliefs or experiences to other forms of evidence. Whether in-person or online, though, good 
academic discussions are those that begin with study—and invoke the products of study—as they 
continue to evolve, and a well-balanced constructivism is one in which we honor the knowledge 
that students have before they even sign up for a class, but also celebrate—and hold them 
accountable for—the knowledge they offer as a product of their study during the class.  

The strategies I use to support the Pioneer Method did not come to me all at once. Over 
the first decade of my teaching career, I taught more than 50 in-person class sections and more 
than 20 sections of fully online classes that have used this asynchronous discussion model, 
adjusting along the way. What follows represents my current practices. 
 

Scaffolding for Success 
Because I am asking students to build new habits around discussions, I always make sure 

to explain why. For instance, this is the way I set up the introduction to the Pioneer Method:  
 

 

Next, I explain the rules. This is where I introduce the idea of “metering,” in which 
students are expected to post not a certain number of times but rather at a certain pace—in this 
case, “no less than every other day”:  
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Finally, I whimsically model the format. Here, for instance, is an example that uses 
characters from Star Wars: 
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This is a lot to take in, and I do not expect my students to be immediately perfect at using 
this structure. So, I employ multiple interventions. 

On the first day, I strive to respond “in thread” to posts that do not follow the format. 
This allows the entire class to benefit from soft public correction.  

On the second day, I send an all-class reminder about the discussion. Usually, most 
students have at least attempted a post at this point, and I accentuate this fact, leveraging the 
power of positively directed “herding.”   
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That evening, I check to see who has not yet posted, and I send them a direct message via 
the learning-management system. 

About 3 days into the first discussion, I engage the power of social proof (de Bont, 2018), 
using a tactic often employed by K–12 teachers: redirection via public praise of positive 
examples. I also reemphasize the requirement to continue participating at a prescribed pace. 

 

 

My final tactic for encouraging good participation habits before it impacts a student’s 
grade is a text message or call to learners who have not participated, not adhered to the 
prescribed pace, and/or are continuing to neglect the prescribed format. (In the introductory 
syllabus quiz at the start of the semester, I ask students permission to contact them in this way 
with “reminders, feedback, questions, and words of encouragement.”) 

The next line of intervention comes from comprehensive feedback once the first 
discussion has been completed—and a grade that, for those who are still struggling, makes clear 
the consequences of nonparticipation. 

It is not just struggling students who receive detailed feedback. Any student who does not 
receive full points gets an explanation as to what they could do to improve, which elevates the 
next discussion by giving top-performing students additional opportunities to demonstrate 
exceptional participation, leading the process of co-creation within the discussions. 

This is a great deal of work, but I try to remember the history I am up against. We have 
thousands of years of experience with teachers physically standing before students at a set time 
each day and just a few decades of experience in an asynchronous online setting. Even given the 
meteoric rise in online learning, most students “learned to learn” in a traditional classroom 
setting. They need time to “learn to learn” in an online setting, too.  

Once everyone buys into this method, though, a rhythm of participation takes over. In 
some semesters, I do not have to send any reminders after the second discussion assignment. 
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Writing the Prompt 
 

Because a true academic discussion is student-centered—prioritizing self-discovery, co-
creation, and social construction—I intervene only when I see a lack of civility or students 
appear to be confused about some aspect of the objectives. However, since my evaluations 
indicate that students appreciate the broad professional experience I bring to my teaching, I also 
seek to “send them off” on each new journey of discussion with a prompt that reflects on my 
own experiences as a writer. In these prompts, I try to model the sorts of things I want to see 
from my students, including personal vulnerability, a social-emotional demonstration of trust 
(Blaine, 2014). Each prompt includes the required reading and concludes with the question that 
each student will answer to begin their discussions, as evidenced in the following example:  
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And Away They Go 
The discussion sparked by the above prompt included all 17 students who were enrolled 

in the class and spanned 81 total posts over 10 days. 
In the Canvas learning-management system, instructors may select “users must post 

before seeing replies.” I prefer this limitation, as it appears to prevent “parroting” and it creates 
as many threads as there are students.  

Each thread takes on its own personality and goes in sometimes unpredictable directions. 
A few die off after the first post; others keep going for the duration. Perhaps not surprisingly, I 
have found threads that begin with a weaker initial answer (one that does not offer contemplation 
backed with ample evidence) are often abandoned early in the discussion period. This does not 
prevent the original poster from having an impact on the discussion, because they can easily 
jump into any other thread.  

In the following thread, which began on the first required day of posting and continued 
for 8 days, the students made frequent use of the “shared currency” of the assigned readings as 
well as referencing other sources of meaningful information, their personal histories, earlier 
discussions, lectures, individual meetings with me, tools they are learning to use, skills they are 
building upon, and experiences they are having as they work on their course projects. While new 
posts usually build on the immediately preceding contribution, sometimes the students began 
their post with a reference to a comment made a few posts earlier in the queue. This often 
happens because students are working on answers at the same time in the asynchronous setting. 
But, because each post begins with a reference to the part of the discussion they are responding 
to, other students could immediately identify the context.  
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Assessing the Quality of a Discussion 
One of the best parts of this job is learning from students, and I derive great joy from 

ideas such as the one Raley shared in the second post of this thread when she noted that even a 
president’s supporters see that person “as a president first, human second.” This is my admittedly 
subjective way of assessing whether a discussion is “good.” After all, I have used some of these 
prompts for more than 10 years. Having seen many hundreds of variations of responses, it stands 
to reason that if I am still learning new things, my students are as well. 

I also look for signs of synthesis and social construction. Specifically, I ask myself: Are 
students building on ideas they have picked up in other parts of the class? Michelle’s September 
21 post on using a “meta,” for instance, is a reference to a writing technique the students learned 
about earlier in the class. It is a concept that students often struggle with, and it was good to see 
them working through it together. As another example, on September 27, Taylor mentions the 
subject of an assignment she is working on for the class, bringing several parts of the learning 
experience into her response. And although I stay out of the fray, my presence does not 
completely disappear. Students often bring up a point from a lecture or something they learned in 
a meeting with me, as Ally did on September 26. These discussions often take on the qualities of 
a “moveable feast,” as myriad parts of the conversation are invoked and re-invoked along the 
way. To wit: On September 23, Maya answers a question asked by Darlene on September 20 but 
also references an observation made by Michelle on September 21, drawing from multiple parts 
of the ongoing conversation to make her point.  

Every thread ultimately ends with an unanswered question. These are not wasted queries; 
they are great fodder to turn back upon the asker. When I met with Taylor after this discussion 
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ended, for instance, I asked, “How did you go about creating the characters in your story?” 
Students are often well prepared for this, sometimes without realizing it. The act of asking a 
question seems to spawn a process of self-discovery. Indeed, Taylor told me about the successes 
he felt and the struggles he faced in bringing his subjects “to life.” He further explained the steps 
he was taking to improve his practices. 

A more objective assessment of the quality of these discussions, however, goes back to 
the principles introduced at the beginning of this chapter. Did student voices dominate? Did they 
interact with one another? Did they contemplatively communicate? Did they present supportive 
evidence? Were they listening with understanding and empathy? Were they questioning and 
posing problems? Were they thinking and communicating with clarity and precision? Were they 
striving for accuracy? Were they thinking interdependently? In the case of this thread—and 
nearly every discussion I have watched unfold as students apply the Pioneer Method—I believe 
the answer to all these questions is “yes.” Online discussions that exhibit these characteristics are 
true academic discussions.  
 

A Good IDEA 

Given the role asynchronous discussions play in most online courses, it is unfortunate 
that my university does not have a student course evaluation metric that is specific to this part of 
the learning experience. But we may derive my students’ experiences with this model from their 
anonymous post-course comments and answers to scored questions on seemingly related topics. 
Since the spring of 2020, when I began teaching exclusively online, I have been the instructor of 
nearly 20 undergraduate classes that use the Pioneer Method. These classes are a mix of lower- 
and upper-division courses. Some have included all journalism majors and others are a mix of 
majors. (Several of the classes did not have enough course evaluation responses to merit 
quantitative assessment; only qualitative feedback from those courses is described below.)  

The qualitative comments on the IDEA course evaluations for these classes reveal that 
not every student views the discussions favorably. A response from a student enrolled in a Public 
Affairs Reporting class in the spring of 2022, for instance, was particularly negative. “The 
discussions! Ah, they’re terrible,” the student lamented. “People just say dumb things and I don’t 
want to take time answering them.” In that same semester, a student enrolled in Sports Writing 
expressed a seemingly similar opinion: “Discussion boards are not good,” the student wrote. 
“They feel like busy work and an excuse for the professor to not lecture. I wasn’t taught anything 
in this class. I had to research it myself.” 

While feedback like this can feel deflating, this last comment was not necessarily 
indicative that the discussions are not having their intended effect. In this case, I can affirm that 
“the professor” was indeed trying “to not lecture,” in order to allow student voices to dominate 
and self-discovery to prevail: These discussions were indeed intentionally devised to encourage 
students to engage in their own research using meaningful and credible sources. Likewise, in the 
fall of 2022, a student enrolled in Feature Writing suggested the discussions could have been 
“graded a bit more leniently,” while another in the same class said the discussions made the class 
“very difficult.” As rigor is a key principle of my teaching, I do not consider such comments to 
be indicative that the discussions did not play their role. I want my students to enjoy my classes, 
but I also recognize that students’ experiences with learning are like many people’s relationships 
with eating vegetables—it can be beneficial even if they do not necessarily like it. 

Some students understand the difference between enjoying an aspect of a class and 
benefiting from it. “I hated the discussion boards,” a student enrolled in Immersive Crisis 
Communication wrote in the spring of 2022, “but I learned a lot from them!” In the same spirit, 
in the fall of 2021, a student enrolled in News Writing shared the following: “I hate having to do 
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any discussion posts, but I will say that this class’ discussion assignments were better than any of 
my other classes,” while a classmate added, “Honestly, I found the discussion a little annoying at 
first. But once I got the hang of it, it [became] easier.” 

Some students recognize the benefits of the discussions and enjoy this part of their 
learning experience. In the fall of 2021, another Opinion Writing student noted the conversations 
grow in meaningfulness when more students participate, an affirming reflection of co-creation. 
In the spring of 2022, a student enrolled in Public Affairs Reporting wrote the assigned readings 
were “enlightening and perspective broadening,” an indicator of self-discovery. A fall of 2021 
Feature Writing student added: “I liked the discussion posts where we were able to answer each 
other’s questions and learn from one another,” a nod to social construction. 

Many students who had their first experiences with online learning in 2020, the first year 
of the Covid-19 pandemic, seemed particularly appreciative of Pioneer Method discussions. In 
the spring of that year, a News Writing student shared that “I really liked the feedback from the 
professor and group discussions where students could collaborate,” and another added that “the 
discussions helped the online course to feel like normal classes. I enjoyed getting to know and 
communicate with other students this way.” In the fall of that year, there were more positive 
comments. “I felt that the discussions were an interesting part of the class and gave us students a 
good opportunity to discuss important matters and learn from each other,” a student enrolled in 
News Writing shared. “The online discussions were actually helpful and my classmates weren’t 
just ‘BSing’ their way through—I learned a ton from them,” a Feature Writing student added.  

The students in spring 2021’s Podcasting class were a particularly enthusiastic lot. “I also 
loved the discussions and thought the prompts were engaging and the responses were genuine 
and natural,” one wrote. “I loved the weekly podcast discussions and the simplicity of the course. 
I never felt like I was doing busy work,” another added. “I really enjoyed the Pioneer Method of 
Discussion in our weekly class discussions. They really helped me understand different—
sometimes opposing—world views,” a third noted. “I liked the ability to collaborate with other 
students both in the project and through discussion questions,” a fourth wrote. 

Quantitatively, there are two student-scored statements in the IDEA surveys that seem 
most relevant: 

 
• The instructor’s use of technology contributed to the success of the course.  
• There was adequate opportunity to interact with other students.  
  

Students are asked to score these questions on a four-point scale (1 = Strongly Disagree; 2 = 
Disagree; 3 = Agree; 4 = Strongly Agree). For both assessment points, students have indicated 
strong agreement. Across 14 classes for which enough students participated in the course 
evaluations to merit qualitative summation, the average score for “The instructor’s use of 
technology contributed to the success of the course” was 3.72, and the average score for “There 
was adequate opportunity to interact with other students” was 3.65. While “instructor’s use of 
technology” may be inclusive of myriad parts of the course, it is important to note that there was 
no other group work or student-to-student interactions in these online classes, so “opportunity to 
interact with other students” could only refer to the discussions. 

Figure 8.2 

Fourteen Online Classes Using the Pioneer Method and Rigorous Scaffolding 
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Conclusion 
“I’m not sure there is anything I dislike more than online discussion boards,” a teaching 

colleague recently confided in me. 
“I’m not sure there’s anything I like more,” I told her. “May I tell you why?” 
My colleague graciously accepted, and I told her much of what I have written here. True 

discussion—that which is student-dominated, interactive, contemplative, evidence-based, and 
promotive of voice, co-creation, social construction, and self-discovery—is not easy to achieve 
in any educational space. But I believe it is possible, and I commonly see it as an outcome of the 
Pioneer Method and the scaffolding that supports it.  

Asynchronous discussion boards are now ubiquitous in online and hybrid classes—and 
common as a supplemental learning space for even primarily in-person classes—and yet few 
rigorous studies have been focused on identifying instructional improvements (de Lima et al., 
2019). As a result, students and instructors alike still commonly express frustration with this part 
of the contemporary learning experience. So, into this relative void, I humbly offer the Pioneer 
Method and my experiences with it. It has served me and my students well, promoting habits 
such as listening with understanding and empathy, questioning and posing problems, thinking 
and communicating with clarity and precision, striving for accuracy, and thinking 
interdependently. I hope it will do all these things for your students, too. 
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Chapter 9 

“I’m Just Not Good at History”: Fostering a Growth Mindset with Habits of 
Mind 

Julia M. Gossard 
 

One of the most common frustrations I hear from students in my large-enrollment history 
survey, HIST 1110: European History from 1500, is that they have “never been good at history.” 
Having taken numerous history courses during their K–12 education, many of which have 
focused on the rote memorization of dates, names, and facts about the past, students can arrive to 
HIST 1110 with an apathetic—or even a negative—disposition toward history as an academic 
discipline. They were not able to remember historical details in past learning environments, so 
would a college history course be any different?  

When students believe that success in a particular academic subject is an innate 
characteristic, they can resign themselves to accept that they may perform poorly in that subject. 
Known as a “fixed” mindset, Dweck (2010) and Duckworth (2007) have explained that students 
stuck in this mindset lack the persistence to be successful in the face of adversity (Dweck, 2010, 
p. 16). This is especially true in online asynchronous courses where students must take control 
over their learning, which effectively allows them to push off work in courses in which they have 
a fixed mindset (Hochanadel & Finamore, 2015, p. 48). Additionally, many online students, 
without the physical classroom and the community that space can build, lack perspective that 
academic success is not necessarily innate to an individual, but something that must be practiced 
and honed over time.  

To help students develop a growth mindset and better skills around learning—even in 
those courses that they do not find inherently or immediately interesting—I created a series of 
extra credit assignments focused on various Habits of Mind in European History from 1500. 
These assignments are reflective in nature. Each provides students training and guided content on 
a particular Habit of Mind. Students must reflect on what they learned and apply new strategies 
to coursework in HIST 1110 (or another one of their courses). In doing so, students develop 
Habits of Mind, including persistence, applying past knowledge to new situations, thinking about 
your thinking (metacognition), and thinking flexibly. While some students may always be 
disinterested in history, these Habits of Mind assignments can help them develop the skills and 
academic dispositions to persist through and succeed in college learning.  

This chapter examines two of the Habits of Mind extra credit assignments in HIST 1110: 
“Growth Mindset” and “Confidence in Learning.” In the following, I detail the assignment 
instructions along with explanations of how these extra credit opportunities help to grow 
students’ Habits of Mind. Student reflections are interspersed to demonstrate the impact these 
assignments have had on students’ perceptions of their learning.   
 

Fixed Mindsets in HIST 1110 
HIST 1110 carries a Breadth Humanities (BHU) general education designation at Utah 

State University (USU). As such, most students enroll to earn credit for this graduation 
requirement. While students have ample choice (with over 30 courses currently listed in the USU 
catalog as “Breadth Humanities”), students often arrive with little to no interest in the subject 
matter. Unsurprisingly, my online sections of HIST 1110 carried a 27.6% DFWI rate in fall 2020 
and spring 2021. This is higher than the national DFWI average of 25.1% for introductory 
history courses (Koch & Drake, 2019). That means that out of the 180 to 200 students enrolled 
each semester, up to 50 received a grade of D, failed, withdrew, or received an incomplete for 
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the course. Although this DFWI rate may have been inflated because of significant personal and 
learning struggles resulting from the Covid-19 pandemic, it was still something that greatly 
concerned me.   
 Therefore, in preparation for summer 2021, I significantly revised HIST 1110 with an eye 
toward student success, eliminating assignments that some students perceived as “busy work.” 
Instead, I developed assessments that allowed students to immediately apply their content and 
analytical knowledge (Gossard, 2022). Reading through qualitative feedback provided on IDEA 
evaluations, Rate My Professors, and student correspondence with me, I recognized that many 
students who struggled in the course needed help honing their learning skills and academic 
dispositions. A comment I kept seeing was that a student “didn’t like,” “wasn’t interested in,” 
“wasn’t good at,” or “hated” history. These students reported that they did not make time for the 
course in their busy schedules because they had already resigned themselves to failure or 
struggle.  

These students displayed a fixed mindset around history. Regardless of how well I 
scaffolded their learning, aligned my assignments to course outcomes, or provided students 
autonomy in learning, these students may not succeed because of their fixed mindsets. As 
pedagogical research on motivation has demonstrated, students tend to perform and learn best 
when they are engaged in material that they find “enjoyable or interesting” (Kickert et al., 2022). 
While I knew that I could not make everyone into a “history nerd” (or even find enjoyment in 
watching my mini-lectures in which I don a tri-corner hat and other costumes), I could help them 
find relevance in the subject matter, develop strategies to persist in learning, build their 
confidence, and grow their motivation to succeed by focusing on various Habits of Mind. From 
this realization, Habits of Mind extra credit assignments were born. 

 

Developing a Growth Mindset 
 Costa and Kallick (2008) define their Habit of Mind “persisting” as “seeing a task 
through to completion” (loc, 195). When examining the Canvas analytics of students who 
received a D, F, or Incomplete6 in fall 2020 and spring 2021, I noticed that 84% of these students 
started the course strong, completing assignments from Week 1 by the first due date. But by 
Week 2, only 21% of those students completed coursework on time. A month later, in Week 6, 
less than 1% of the students who earned a D, F, or I were regularly completing coursework. 
Some stopped logging into the LMS altogether. These students were disengaged and not 
persisting in their learning.  

When I reached out to some of these students, they conveyed different reasons for their 
insufficient engagement with the course. Some expressed frustration with their lack of 
motivation. Others explained that they had more important courses to complete and HIST 1110 
had to take a backseat. Most frequently, though, students lamented that they had always been bad 
at history and, therefore, were avoiding HIST 1110. I empathized with this observation, as I often 
thought of myself as bad at math and science. I struggled with both in college, and I had to repeat 
two classes to earn general education credit for them. I understood the struggle my students were 
experiencing. 
 This struggle can come from what Carolyn Dweck (1999, 2007, 2010) and Angela Lee 
Duckworth (2007) have popularized as a “fixed mindset” around intelligence. Students who 
think of “intelligence [as] inherent and unchangeable exert less effort to succeed” (Hochanadel & 
Finamore, 2015, p. 47). Those who believe that intelligence in a particular subject area is “a 

 
6 W or Withdraw is harder to analyze using Canvas analytics, since those students have withdrawn from the Canvas 
course, erasing their analytics from our platform. 
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malleable skill,” though, are much likelier to succeed (Hochanadel & Finamore, 2015, p. 47). 
But this is not done without determination. As Duckworth (2009) has explained, students who 
“persevere when faced with challenges and adversity” have “grit” (Hochanadel & Finamore, 
2015, p. 47). Costa and Kallick’s (2008) Habit of Mind of persisting embodies this ideal, 
encouraging students to develop academic dispositions and skills to push themselves to succeed. 
 Reflecting on this, I recognized that my students needed assistance to grow skills around 
persistence and grit. I created an extra credit assignment titled “Growth Mindset” that introduces 
students to the concept of fixed and growth mindsets. This assignment asks students to reflect 
upon their own learning and to come up with a list of action items they can apply to HIST 1110 
(or another course) where they may present a fixed mindset.  

The first part of the assignment guides students through the concepts of fixed and growth 
mindsets. I adopted terminology that students could easily understand and relate to instead of 
providing pedagogical jargon. I distilled Dweck, Duckworth, Costa and Kallick’s ideas about 
mindsets and persistence in learning (Figure 9.1).  
 

Figure 9.4  

Growth Mindset Instructions (Part I) 

 
 

After students read this brief introduction to a growth mindset, I ask them to watch a 
short YouTube video from John Spencer titled “Growth Mindset vs. Fixed Mindset.” This video 
further explains the importance of developing a growth mindset. After that, students must pick 
one to two courses they are currently taking in which they want to develop a growth mindset. I 
ask the students to thoughtfully explain in a paragraph of at least six sentences why they feel like 
they have a fixed mindset in that course. In doing so, I encourage the students to engage in an 
important Habit of Mind, thinking about your thinking (metacognition). I pose a series of 
questions to guide students through the process of metacognition: 

 

• What about the listed course(s) do you find most challenging and why? 
o Are some of the things you find most challenging about the course in your 

control or out of your control? Something that may be out of your control 
is the time a course is offered, its modality, or its location on campus. 
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Things that may be in your control include how much time you devote to 
the course, for instance. 

• How has your fixed mindset impacted your grades and feelings around the 
course(s)? 

• Have you struggled with this subject or content material in other educational 
settings? 

o If so, how did you overcome those struggles, if you did? 

• Are there activities and/or patterns of thinking you’re engaging in with this course 
that are impeding your success? (For example, are you actively avoiding it? Are 
you continually missing homework assignments? Are you completing 
assessments while grumpy?) 

• Why is it important to succeed in the course(s) you mentioned? Think beyond just 
getting a good grade or completing a general education requirement (though both 
can be important). What does this course offer to you as a 21st-century global 
citizen?  

 
Although students do not need to answer all these questions in their paragraph, each question can 
assist students to dig deep. The purpose is to get students thinking about their own habits, their 
skills, and the course’s relevance to their degree plans and lives. While the process helps students 
develop the Habits of Mind of persisting and metacognition, it also asks students to apply past 
knowledge to new situations. By making students think about how they have previously 
developed strategies to overcome academic adversity, this can help them develop creative 
solutions to their current problems. Additionally, if they were not successful in a previous 
situation, it may push them to want to succeed this time.  

Metacognition can be an important skill to develop to help students not only persist in 
their academic careers but also in their postsecondary futures. When done well, developing 
metacognitive skills can be a transformative experience for students. For example, in spring 
2022, a student remarked that 

 
I never thought about my learning before. I’d always just blamed my teachers and my 
parents and dint’ [sic] think about how what I’m doing or not might be part of the 
problem. Even tho [sic] I may never really enjoy statistics I can see how it’s important to 
my future in business. I’ve got to figure it out. I’ve also just really been procrastinating in 
it which is making me more stressed out than if I just did the assignments. I need to think 
about some of my other classes too because I think I might be having similar problems. 
 

In this case, the student had never practiced metacognition before. They had not taken autonomy 
over their learning. By completing the growth mindset extra credit assignment, they were able to 
think about how to relieve stress in their lives while also persisting through learning.  

Similarly, another student wrote the following in their “Growth Mindset” assignment:  
 
I’m seeing that my brain is the biggest problem to succeeding in HIST 1110 because I’m 
just not giving myself the time to do the work even though I technically have the time in 
my day since I don’t really like history.  
 

This student recognized that their lack of time management was impeding their ability to 
complete work. In both instances, this exercise in metacognition helped students take 
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responsibility for their learning and overcome several hurdles regarding motivation, time 
management, and completing their coursework. 
 Although thinking about your thinking is an important first step for developing a growth 
mind, nothing will improve unless behavior changes. The third part of the assignment tries to 
nudge students to action. It asks students to identify three action-oriented ways that they could 
start to change to a growth mindset. I give them ideas, including: 
 

• assessing time-management plans and intentionally making time for the course; 

• establishing personal rewards for completing assignments; 

• asking a friend to help as an accountability buddy and/or form a study group; 

• going to the Disability Resource Center to get official accommodations for a learning 
disability; 

• reading through recent feedback and rubrics, making sure I understand why I received the 
grades I did; 

• reaching out to the professor or teaching assistant during office hours to identify common 
problems; or 

• attending a supplemental instruction (SI) or recitation session to better understand the 
material. 

 
This assignment opens in Week 4 of the course. I encourage students who have not completed 
work or who have not been keeping up well by Week 7 to complete it. Most students complete 
the assignment in Weeks 8 and 9 of the spring and fall semesters and Week 7 of the summer 
semesters. This corresponds to midterm examinations and, as such, students taking stock of how 
their semesters are shaping up.  

Out of 239 students who completed this assignment between summer 2021 and fall 2022, 
the most common plan students make is to visit with their professor during office hours to ask 
for assistance in navigating the course. As part of additional resources in this assignment, I 
provide students with email templates to contact their professors for help (Figure 9.2). These 
have been downloaded and viewed 407 times, indicating that at least some students are using 
them or drawing inspiration from them. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 9.2 

Email Templates 
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The second most common action plan that students list involves what might be described 

as overcoming a mental block (or “getting over yourself”). One student stated, “Why am I 
sabotaging myself? This is so stupid that I keep making it harder for myself.” Another remarked, 
“Honestly…I need to just get over my fear of this class and just do the damn thing.” A third 
student wrote they “needed to have the time and space to assess how I am continually setting 
myself up for failure.” They recognized that there are challenges, sometimes self-imposed, that 
hold them back from completing a task, assignment, or course. By engaging in metacognition, 
students start to develop a growth mindset. In these three responses, students demonstrated their 
understanding that developing the important Habit of Mind of persistence would be crucial for 
their success in HIST 1110. 
 “Growth Mindset” is a high-value extra credit assignment. It can provide students up to 
10 extra credit points on a major course assessment that is graded out of 100 points. Students 
who have missed or scored poorly on assignments are very incentivized to complete it. While 
high-achieving students also complete this assignment, 58% of the students who have completed 
it are scoring in the C and below range when they submit the “Growth Mindset” assignment.   
 

Confidence in Learning 
 Since the “Growth Mindset” assignment asks students for three action items to complete, 
I created a follow-up assignment to assess how students have, or have not, made progress on 
developing a growth mindset and persisting in learning. There were 239 students who completed 
the “Growth Mindset” assignment between summer 2021 and fall 2022. There were 174 students 
from that same period who completed the follow-up assignment, “Confidence in Learning.” 
Much like “Growth Mindset,” this assignment is a high-value extra credit assignment, carrying 
up to 10 points. Only students who turn in “Growth Mindset” can complete this follow-up 
assignment, which opens in Week 10 of the fall and spring semesters and week 9 of the long 
summer semester. 
 “Confidence in Learning” has four parts to it. First, students must go back to their 
“Growth Mindset” assignment and determine if they completed the action items they listed and 
explain why or why not. Lower stakes action items like contacting the professor for help, going 
to an SI session, or using the Writing Center, tend to be completed the most between the 
assignments. A student reflected that “I was so surprised how helpful my professor was when I 
asked him for help. He introduced me to my teaching assistant and they both helped me 
understand water-borne pathogens way better. I’m not scared of the teachers anymore.” This 
student also remarked that because they had formed a connection with the teaching assistant and 
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professor, they were “excited to do homework.” In many ways, this assignment helped them, the 
professor, and the teaching assistant humanize each other more. They added, “I’m getting more 
personal feedback on the assignments now too which makes me feel like I matter.”  

While most USU instructors are there to help their students succeed, I have had a few 
students reflect that their professors were less helpful. One student reported that when they 
emailed for clarification on an assignment, their professor replied 2 weeks later (far after when 
the assignment was due) with a one-line answer directing them to the textbook’s online learning 
modules. The student explained those modules “did not clarify the professor’s assignment.” 
Despite that negative interaction, the student did find helpful materials for other assignments in 
the textbook’s online learning modules and earned a higher grade than anticipated on an exam 
after taking a practice test. In this case, the student was able to develop their Habit of Mind of 
thinking flexibly. As Costa and Kallick (2008) define it, thinking flexibly involves “look[ing] at 
a situation another way” (loc. 200). Even though this student did not get the interaction they 
hoped for from the professor, they were able to think flexibly and to persist on their way to 
academic success. 
 The second part of “Confidence in Learning” involves students explaining which courses 
they feel most comfortable with or confident in and why. This part of the assignment provides 
students the opportunity to reflect on the skills and content they are best at. Instead of focusing 
only on the negativity of a fixed mindset, students can also celebrate their achievements in other 
courses. As part of this step, I also ask students to assess why they are doing so well in those 
courses and if there are actions, attitudes, and habits they have developed around those subjects 
that they could use in other courses. For instance, one student wrote, “I’m probably spending too 
much time on my linguistics homework because I really love it. It’s like a code that I’m trying to 
break. My computer science homework is hard but it’s also like a code so I need to think about it 
that way too.” In this instance, the student tried to adapt their same enthusiasm for one course to 
another. 
 The third and fourth steps of “Confidence in Learning” are related. These steps require 
students to develop time-management strategies. In the third step they must list all the remaining 
assignments they have to do, along with target grades for each in order to pass or achieve the 
grade they want in their courses. Then, in the fourth step, students must plan these assignments 
out on a calendar, breaking down the steps to each assignment. I encourage them to think about 
additional resources like the Writing Center, professors’ office hours, and using techniques like 
Pomodoros to help them complete assignments. By providing students a space for intentional 
time management, the assignment tries to encourage them to plan for success. A student wrote 
on an IDEA evaluation that “making me create a plan for the end of the semester was the only 
thing that kept me on track in the last three weeks of the semester.” This had a real and effective 
impact on their academic success. 
  

Conclusion 
 The impact of these Habits of Mind extra credit assignments on student learning 
outcomes is apparent in both qualitative and quantitative teaching assessments. By the numbers, 
there has been a clear impact on student performance after introducing Habits of Mind 
assignments. Since these assignments were implemented in summer 2021, HIST 1110’s DFWI 
rates have steadily dropped to 18.2%. Although I would like these to drop further, this is lower 
than the national average and demonstrates a significant increase in student resiliency and 
achievement. In addition to the quantitative evidence, students regularly reflect on the positive 
impact of these assignments on evaluations. While none have proclaimed that they now love 
history, they have articulated that developing growth mindsets, study skills, and better 
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dispositions around their courses have significantly helped them. For example, in spring 2022, a 
student wrote on the IDEA evaluation that they “sincerely appreciated the emphasis put on 
practicing some skills that I should have learned in high school and community college but for 
some reason I didn’t.” The student explained they were a nontraditional student, coming back to 
school “after nearly ten years working random jobs.” They had failed two classes, including 
HIST 1110, their first semester back. But in spring 2022, they adapted the Habits of Mind 
assignments and strategies to each of their classes. The student continued: “I’m gonna [sic] pass 
all my classes this time and feel like I can really do this.” For this student, Habits of Mind extra 
credit assignments helped reveal the “hidden curriculum” of college, develop persistence in 
learning, and made the student realize higher education was for them. 

In both assignments, students develop important Habits of Mind, including persisting, 
thinking about your thinking (metacognition), and applying past knowledge to new situations, 
while also working to develop what Dweck (2010) and Duckworth (2007) have labeled a growth 
mindset. By doing so, students can take ownership of their learning and make impactful changes 
to their academic dispositions and study skills. 
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Chapter 10 

Mindful Teaching, Leadership, and Reflection Practices 

Jessie Koltz 
 

“How can I incorporate mindful teaching, leadership, and reflection practices within my 
courses? And why is it important?” 

 
Feeling confident and excelling personally or professionally may come off as a challenge for 

educators and students who do not have stress-reducing skills to fall back on. Negative academic 
or professional stress could then have effects on many aspects of an individual’s life, such as 
mental health, substance use, sleep, physical health, lackluster achievement in academics and/or 
personal success, and even school dropout or professional burnout (Proctor, Guttman-Lapin, & 
Kendrick-Dunn, 2020). How can we engage our students in pedagogical practices focused on 
how to support mindfulness-based learning, leadership strategies, and reflection practices within 
higher education settings? How can educators integrate social, emotional, and academic 
development and learning in courses? How can instructors engage in mindful teaching, leading, 
and reflecting in our classes? The primary objective of this chapter is to empower educational 
leaders with tools, strategies, and skills to facilitate systemic change in a positive, healthy, and 
sustainable way through the integration of mindfulness-based teaching, leadership, and reflection 
practices. 

The Habits of Mind strategies that are highlighted in this chapter include: managing 
impulsivity, listening with understanding and empathy, applying past knowledge to new 
situations, gathering data through all senses, and remaining open to continuous learning. These 
are discussed throughout the chapter and can be integrated into practice in higher education 
settings. 

More specifically, this chapter offers a theoretical understanding and a more comprehensive 
understanding of: 

1. The science (the why) that supports the benefits and effectiveness of mindful, social, and 
emotional learning to support students’ growth and success within coursework. 

2. Practical techniques and strategies (the how) to use in educational settings to support 
social, emotional, and academic development cultivation and growth in higher education. 

3. Guidance on effective leadership strategies (the experience) to support personal and 
professional social, emotional, and academic development. 

This chapter incorporates information from the theories of behaviorism, cognitivism, 
constructivism, and social-learning and social-cognitive theories relating to integrating and 
teaching Habits of Mind into courses. Cognitive behavioral theory (Beck, 1964), social cognitive 
theory (Bandura & National Institute of Mental Health, 1986), and the transactional theory of 
stress and coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) are referenced to support practices and reflection.  

Now, let us start with understanding the why behind upholding a mindful leadership identity 
in the classroom setting.  

 

Part I: The Why 
The science behind the benefits and effectiveness of mindful social and emotional learning 

can be found in research (Buchanan, 2017; Sherretz, 2011). Mindful teaching has emerged 
within teaching practices at universities across the country (Buchanan, 2017). Integrating 
mindful practices within educational environments can help model positive learning 
environments for students as well as allow educators to take a breath and slow down during 
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teaching. It has demonstrated effectiveness in reducing stress and increasing prosocial behaviors, 
too. Integrating breaks and incorporating modeling and intentional reflection during class can 
support student growth and success (Buchanan, 2017; Sherretz, 2011).  

Sherretz (2011) observes that “research provides evidence that mindful teaching practices 
can have a pronounced positive effect on student learning” (p. 81). Relevant literature relating to 
stress and academic demands exist for student populations, where much of the research has been 
conducted with higher education student populations (Pascoe et al., 2019). Intentional and 
thoughtful mindful practice is a worldly and practical concept to uphold in educational settings. 
It has proved to be beneficial in managing stress, increasing both attention and self-regulation 
(Buchanan, 2017). Mindful practices have also been successful improving questioning, listening, 
and increasing collaboration among teachers and students (Buchanan, 2017). These are all 
important parts of the Habits of Mind framework that educators should focus on in their teaching 
practice. 

 

Cognitive Behavioral Theory  
Stress reduction skills can be appropriately addressed within a classroom environment by 

understanding the basics of Cognitive Behavioral Theory (CBT). Developmentally appropriate 
interventions, techniques, and skills can teach students to support and cope with their perceptions 
of academic stress while increasing academic engagement levels. Appropriate interventions can 
educate and help students cope with stressful situations in their academic and social 
environments.  

Modeling and being intentional in the moment to support learning opportunities throughout a 
course is one way to engage in this practice. Cognitive theories are rooted in the belief that an 
individual’s thoughts play a major role in the development of emotional and behavioral 
responses (Gonzalez-Prendes & Resko, 2012). CBT attempts to explain human behavior by 
understanding the individual’s thought process, an individual’s beliefs to a situation, how the 
situation is interpreted, and how the individual then carries out the necessary skills (Beck, 2000).  

Aaron Beck expanded on cognitive theory through the creation of his cognitive model, 
describing how perceptions of situations and automatic thoughts influence behaviors. Beck’s 
(1964 2000) cognitive model describes the cognitive process of reacting to situations by first 
identifying the stressful situation, evaluating automatic thoughts, and reacting to those automatic 
thoughts. Cognitive behavioral approaches make individuals more aware of their own thoughts 
and help them be more intentionally reflective on thoughts that then influence emotions, 
behaviors, or physiological reactions. 

 

Social Cognitive Theory 

Social cognitive theory (SCT) emerged in 1986, stemming from the social learning theory 
that Albert Bandura developed in the 1960s. Social cognitive theory discusses the influence of 
social reinforcement on human behavior regarding the interaction of the environment. SCT 
addresses how individuals learn from personal experiences as well as through the observation of 
others (Glanz & Bishop, 2010). Every day, students are affected by their environments and 
experiences; each situation affects their well-being, learning, and social interactions (Weissberg 
& Cascarino, 2013). SCT emphasizes interactions between individuals or the environment and 
has been applied in several interventions (Burgess-Champoux et al., 2008; Gaines & Turner, 
2009; Koo et al., 2019). Attending to social and emotional strategies in the here and now 
supports individual growth and development (Weissberg & Cascarino, 2013).  

Elements of modifying behavior are inclusive of self-control, self-efficacy, and 
reinforcement within social cognitive theory. Goal-setting and self-monitoring have been stated 
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to be effective within interventions using SCT (Bandura, 1986; McLeod, 2015). SCT’s key 
component of reciprocal determinism proposes that an individual can be both an agent for 
change and a responder to change, referring to the influence of their role models, teachers, peers, 
guardians, the environment, and reinforcements promoting healthy behaviors (Bandura, 1986; 
McLeaod, 2015). SCT offers a foundation to identify behaviors that can be modified, while also 
explaining how the behavior is related to the relationships between the individual’s personal 
factors and environmental influences (Koo et al., 2019). 

 

The Transactional Theory of Stress and Coping 
Created by Richard Lazarus (1966), the transactional theory of stress and coping identifies 

stress as a mental process where an individual reflects on their environment and recognizes they 
do not have the resources available to cope with the identified stressor. Like in social cognitive 
theory, stress is a result of interactions between the individual and their environment. This theory 
is a framework to evaluate the practice of coping with stress. The individual identifies that their 
emotions are caused by the stressor and the individual assesses their coping resources and 
strategies to control their emotions, resulting in identifying their stress. Coping helps to regulate 
distress and serves as the management of the problem caused from the stress (Lazarus & 
Folkman, 1984). Supporting students with increased resources to adopt learned coping skills and 
strategies helps them identify their stressor(s) and cope successfully.  

Two cognitive appraisals are identified within the transactional model of stress and coping. 
During primary appraisal, the individual questions what is at stake during a stressful, threatening 
situation; within the secondary appraisal, the individual questions what they can do about the 
stress to respond to the threat (Margaret et al., 2018). For example, if the individual recognizes 
that they have the resources to cope with their perceived stressor, then they will pull from their 
available coping resources to support a stable response to result in a better mood and relaxed 
demeanor for an immediate short-term outcome to the situation. The transactional theory of 
stress and coping posits that individuals are continuously assessing stressors within their 
environment, adapting to their surroundings and their need to cope with identified stress using 
available resources (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).  

CBT, SCT, and the transactional theory of stress and coping are reliable theories to be aware 
of within educational environments. Theories such as these address maladaptive thinking and 
behaviors while attending to learned coping strategies. These theoretical approaches also help 
students develop positive social skills, support a positive learning environment, and assist in the 
growth of academic and emotional functioning.  

 

Mindful Social, Emotional, and Academic Development 

Mindful individuals can identify several viewpoints in any situation by being present in the 
moment (Sherretz, 2011). Mindfulness-based leadership in the classroom is when an educator 
can be intentional, reflective, and purposeful in not only their content, but in their self and their 
emotional regulation and management. This ability helps the educator communicate and model 
perspective taking with their students. “Mindfulness is a process in which the individual steps 
back from the perceived problem and perceived solutions in order to view the situation in a new 
and novel way…where meaning is given to the outcomes through the process” (Sherretz, 2011, 
p. 80). Being mindful in social, emotional, and academic development can enhance and support 
the learning environment for students. Managing thoughts and reflecting on emotions without 
judgment can help educators be aware of their regular day-to-day stressors, “which in turn can 
lead to a vast array of additional benefits including students experiencing less stress, recognizing 
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teachable moments and taking advantage of them in the moment to enhance learning” 
(Buchanan, 2017, p. 74).  

Establishing a community of trust and getting to know students is essential to supporting a 
culture of respect and connection. As Kim (2020) notes, the quality of student-teacher 
connections has a strong and consistent relationship to the quality of future health compared with 
student-student relationships. The results of this research indicate that educator training should 
include social emotional learning and development to support interpersonal skills to help 
teachers assess and adjust beliefs as well as practices in the classroom (Kim, 2020). Being aware 
of and understanding how to support a social emotional connection with students while 
incorporating effective strategies can lead to enhancement in the quality of the student-teacher 
relationship. 

Mindfulness activities improve our understanding of our character, traits, triggers, and 
beliefs, which then leads to self-awareness and self-control. Knowing when to use the “pause 
button” and slow down in the moment while teaching can support trust and enhance the 
relationship an educator has with their students. Mindfulness allows adults to recognize physical 
changes within themselves, changes that signal potential for self-care, communication, and 
decision making. Emotional regulation skills are essential for personal and professional 
awareness. Providing time for adult learners to assess and reflect on their beliefs, behaviors, and 
choices outside of moments of escalation can enhance emotional understanding and regulation 
skills. This approach can further support an overall greater and more authentic way of living.  

Now, let us apply these principles and learn more about how to practice mindfulness-based 
leadership to support student development and learning. 

 

Part 2: The How 
In our courses, we want to support student learning to the best of our ability. We can do this 

by incorporating practical techniques and strategies, such as Habits of Mind that support social, 
emotional, and academic development cultivation and growth in higher education. The Habits of 
Mind that are integrated into the following practices include: managing impulsivity, listening 
with understanding and empathy, applying past knowledge to new situations, gathering data 
through all senses, and remaining open to continuous learning. 

Where can educators integrate mindful teaching, leadership, and reflective practices? The 
answer is: Everywhere! Through active practice and modeling, educators can support self-
awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and even enhance responsible 
decision making (CASEL, 2020). They can incorporate mindful practices at the beginning, 
middle, and end of classes; in presentations; interviews; and meetings and during mentoring and 
supervision. Helmer (2014) makes this exact point: 

 
If critical teacher educators wish to instill in prospective teachers this understanding 
about themselves as transformative educators, they must enact practices in their own 
classrooms that disrupt and not replicate dominant notions of teaching and learning 
reflected in what Freire (2000/1970) called the banking model of education. One of the 
key elements of such critical teaching practices involves the deconstruction of classroom 
interactions and dynamics so that spaces open up where teacher and students can 
collectively and creatively co-construct knowledge (p. 33).  
 

The following strategies can help educators and students co-construct knowledge, as Helmer 
(2014) suggests:  
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1. Model, model, model 
2. Positive self-talk 
3. Repetition 
4. Mindful transitions 
5. Journals for planning or reflecting 
6. Visual techniques 
7. Mindfulness exercises 
8. Goal setting 
9. Checking in 
10. Setting group values/norms 
11. Settings intentions/objectives and connecting back to the objectives 
12. Getting to know your students 
13. A, E, I, O, U 

 

Model, Model, Model  
Educators should model the strategies they would like their learning environment to 

encompass. This strategy can be incorporated at the start of a class or supervision meeting, 
during the beginning of the lecture, before or after an exam, or between topics. We need to 
mindfully model what we intend, how to react in the moment when we are teaching, and when 
we influence our adult learners. No matter the outcome of the modeling in practice, we must be 
sure to give ourselves grace and gratitude at the end of every teaching experience, no matter how 
late the workday lasts. Educating students on reflective practice skills, modeling with 
intentionality, and incorporating practice in the moment fosters cognitive learning and 
reinforcement. The Habits of Mind of managing impulsivity, listening with understanding and 
empathy, applying past knowledge to new situations, gathering data through all senses, and 
remaining open to continuous learning can all be applied in this strategy. 

 

Positive Self-Talk 
Modeling active positive self-talk in your courses is a mindfulness strategy to incorporate in 

one’s teaching. Educating students on skills and reiterating that thoughts influence behaviors 
fosters the cognitive area of this practice. Reinforcing positive thinking and thought management 
can encourage self-control and promote self-efficacy. Reflecting on the environment around you 
can enhance stress-reducing skills and support positive coping techniques through active 
practice. The Habits of Mind areas of managing impulsivity, listening with understanding and 
empathy, applying past knowledge to new situations, gathering data through all senses, and 
remaining open to continuous learning all can be applied in this strategy.  

 

Repetition  
Weaving mindful social emotional learning practices into a course routine and being 

intentional by having a mindful moment or two with students is important to enhance repetition 
and rehearse mindfulness strategies. The Habits of Mind areas of applying past knowledge to 
new situations, gathering data through all senses, and remaining open to continuous learning can 
be applied in this strategy. Repetitive education of skills, modeling, and reiterating positive 
strategies and behaviors encourages the cognitive capacity of this practice. Reinforcing skills is 
also included here to promote self-efficacy. Recognizing resources that are available to students 
can help the educator as well as students with in-the-moment coping skills.  

Social and emotional learning (SEL) practice is not intended to always be a lesson, though. 
SEL should be visited throughout a course; it is intentional to practice it in the moment. Some 
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good periods to incorporate reflective practices are at the start of class, after an activity, when a 
break is needed, or at the end of the class.  
 

Mindful Transitions  
Start with one transition to regularly practice, such as a brain or movement break with 

students during the time that usually follows a lecture or group discussion. Ask students to 
concentrate on any internal or external sensation, sound, thought, feeling, or sensory experience 
that arises. Ask them to breathe and to bring awareness to the present. And, as this practice 
becomes easier, add other transitional moments throughout the class. Continue to further your 
practice and make the most of the “in-between” moments. The Habits of Mind of managing 
impulsivity, listening with understanding and empathy, gathering data through all senses, and 
remaining open to continuous learning all can be applied in this strategy.  

Skill building, active practice, and positive enforcement of coping skills from cognitive 
behavioral theory are included in this practice, along with reinforcing skills from social cognitive 
theory to promote self-efficacy. Having students recognize what resources are available that are 
regularly and actively incorporated in class relates to the transactional theory of stress and coping 
with consistently practicing coping and mindfulness skills. 
 

Journals for Planning or Reflecting 
Incorporating mindful thinking through journaling is another strategy to introduce mindful 

teaching and reflection in a class. Having students write, draw, plan with their schedule/calendar, 
set goals, create a to-do list, identify temperature checks or craft a “How do I feel today” journal 
entry, reference a quote, or create a list of research or mentoring ideas can support this strategy. 
The Habits of Mind of listening with understanding and empathy, applying past knowledge to 
new situations, gathering data through all senses, and remaining open to continuous learning can 
all be applied in this strategy. Skill building, active practice, and positive enforcement from CBT 
are included in this practice along with reinforcement and reflection from SCT to promote self-
efficacy.  

 

Visual Techniques  
Visualizing by using pictures and incorporating imagery (through imaginative practices) can 

also enhance mindful teaching and learning practices. The Habits of Mind of gathering data 
through all senses and remaining open to continuous learning can be applied in this strategy. 
Educators can foster self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and 
responsible decision making through this practice. See Appendix B for some visualization 
techniques to try in one’s learning environment. 
 

Mindfulness Exercises 
Breathing and visual and grounding techniques can be helpful for calming and regrouping by 

focusing on the present. Completing an activity that incorporates our senses can help bring us 
back to the present and reduce anxiety or other negative feelings. The Habits of Mind of 
managing impulsivity, listening with understanding and empathy, applying past knowledge to 
new situations, gathering data through all senses, and remaining open to continuous learning can 
all be applied in this strategy.  

This practice enhances skill building through active practice of mindfulness skills while 
promoting self-efficacy, recognizing resources that are actively incorporated in class through 
regular practice of skills. Refer to Appendix B for additional mindfulness exercises to support 
the learning environment. Also reference this example for your practice:  
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• FEEL: Name five sensations that you can feel in your body. For example, my shirt 

against my skin, the chair pressing into my heel, or an itch behind my shoulder.  

• HEAR: Name four things you can hear. For example, a dog barking nearby, the 

sound of cars passing, the clock ticking, or the air conditioning running.  

• SEE: Name three things that you can see. For example, a red book, a lavender bush, 

or an office desktop.  

• SMELL: Name two things you can smell. For example, fresh air, the food someone 

brought into class, or asphalt.  

• TASTE: Name one thing you can taste. For example, leftover cookie crumbs, 

toothpaste, or morning breath. 

 

Goal Setting 
Putting goals into action can support mindfulness in the present and awareness of future 

behaviors. The Habits of Mind of applying past knowledge to new situations, gathering data 
through all senses, and remaining open to continuous learning can be applied in this strategy. 
Active practice and positive enforcement of goal-setting skills are included in this practice to 
support intentionality and cognitive reinforcement, to promote self-efficacy, and to recognize 
resources that are actively incorporated in class. An example could be to ask students the 
following: What are one or two goals you can think of right now for yourself—personally, 
professionally, and/or academically? What changes can you implement right now to move 
towards these goals? 

 

Check-In 
Giving students a voice is important to enhance connection, trust, and incorporate another 

mindful leadership technique in practice. The Habits of Mind of listening with understanding and 
empathy, applying past knowledge to new situations, gathering data through all senses, and 
remaining open to continuous learning can be applied in this strategy. Continual check-ins 
support positively reinforcing awareness of the present and goal-setting skills from CBT; 
reinforcement from SCT to promote self-efficacy; and recognition of self-awareness and goal-
setting resources relating to the transactional theory of stress and coping with regularly 
identifying awareness and areas of growth. Ask students: How are you (really) at this moment in 
the class? Labeling and recognizing emotions and being fine with whatever emotion is present 
can support awareness and a sense of relief that “this emotion is OK.” Also ask: How do you 
want to be? Intentionally identifying goals to support recentering and adjusting behaviors lets 
students know you care and are interested in their wellness. 

 

Setting Group Values/Norms 

Being intentional with expectations and bringing in student voice and perspective to create a 
shared group value or norm list can be an effective strategy to encourage involvement and 
engagement in a class. The Habits of Mind of managing impulsivity, listening with 
understanding and empathy, applying past knowledge to new situations, gathering data through 
all senses, and remaining open to continuous learning all can be applied in this strategy.  

Active acknowledgement of norms supports a positive environment. This approach enhances 
the learning environment through cognitive awareness; it reinforces positive values from a social 
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cognitive lens by recognizing resources that are actively united in class rituals and routines. 
These processes relate to the transactional theory of stress and coping with regular practice.  

Here are two examples of setting group values and norms: 

• We will respect everyone’s time and learning by: 
1. starting and ending on time. 
2. blocking off this time without interruptions. 
3. putting away technology (phones/computers) unless you are using 

them to participate in class learning. 
4. being genuine with each other about ideas, challenges, and feelings. 
5. staying focused on goals and the intent behind a class session. 
6. being willing to explore a positive edge and untapped potential. 

• The norms for today are: 
1. This is a safe place. 
2. We want you to stay open to all viewpoints. 
3. Be genuine with each other about ideas, challenges, and feelings. 
4. Be engaged by contributing to conversations, asking questions, and 

turning off technology. 
5. Assume positive intent. 

 

Setting Intentions/Objectives and Connecting Back to the Objectives 
Having students identify academic learning intentions, learning standards, or personal 

learning objectives can support intentionality in learning. The Habits of Mind of applying past 
knowledge to new situations and remaining open to continuous learning can be applied in this 
strategy.  

Active acknowledgement of intentionality and connecting back to personal intentions or 
course-related objectives supports a positive learning environment through cognitive practice, 
reinforcing positive values from a social cognitive lens, and recognizing resources that are 
regularly incorporated into class routines. Connecting back to objectives can enhance goal 
setting through regular practice. Some examples include asking students to reflect on the 
following: 

• Coming into class today, I feel… 

• For this class, my intention is… 

• What I would like to focus on today is…  
We do not always have the time to reference mindful intentions during every class 

interaction; but intentions should be made a priority at some point in the course. Asking students 
to reflect on the following can improve mindful learning: 

• What is the purpose (of the assignment or reading)? 

• Why is this important to your learning?  

• What are the meaningful outcomes to put into practice? 

 

Getting to Know Your Students  
Ensuring you get to know your students during and between class meetings shows interest 

not only in their academic ability but in them as individuals. The Habits of Mind of listening 
with understanding and empathy, gathering data through all senses, and remaining open to 
continuous learning can all be applied in this strategy. Highlighting a student in each module 
throughout a course, on a course website, or in a local edition of a newsletter or program journal 
could help you to get to know your students. 
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A, E, I, O, U 
Using the following mnemonic can support student understanding of their knowledge of your 

teaching while upholding intentional mindful practice. The Habits of Mind of applying past 
knowledge to new situations, gathering data through all senses, and remaining open to 
continuous learning can be applied in this strategy, as evidenced in the following mnemonic: 

 
A–Adjective: Do you have an adjective that comes to mind that describes your learning? 
E–Emotion: What emotions or feelings do you have in reflection?  
I–Interesting: What made you curious? 
O–Oh!: What a-ha moments did you have?  
U–Um?: What questions do you still have? 
 
It is important to experience these practices yourself and understand how you will implement 

each technique into practice. 
 

Part 3: The Experience 
It is important to connect with your students. Connecting with them through personal 

experiences will inhibit trust, a willingness to engage, and openness to share and be vulnerable in 
the environment you are teaching. Incorporating effective leadership strategies into your teaching 
can help support students with their personal, social, emotional, and academic development.  

A personal reflective practice that we all integrate into our careers as educators includes a 
teaching or mentoring philosophy. When we craft these documents, we must ask: What is your 
why? Reflecting on this question can help us create a culture of empowerment. This can be a 
reflection on relationship building, mindfulness skill development and practice, and overall 
personal and professional well-being. Mindful leadership incorporates inclusive initiatives, 
addressing the needs of yourself, along with the needs of faculty, staff, and students. Being 
mindful in your leadership includes supporting equity, student and faculty engagement, and 
professional and/or academic achievement through mindful and restorative practices. 

Not everyone will feel comfortable, at least at first, when they try to implement these 
practices. However, when beginning to practice mindfulness and meditation, it is useful to 
browse a variety of resources. Jeffrey Brantley (2007), founder of the Mindfulness-Based Stress 
Reduction program at Duke University’s Center for Integrative Medicine, notes:  

 
There are thousands of books, tapes, and videos about meditation.…Different meditation 
teachers often give somewhat different instructions or emphasize a different aspect of the 
instructions.…Do not take anyone too literally. Instead, try to understand the essence of what 
is being taught. (p. 94–95) 

 
Be intentional—and mindful—with what you hope to accomplish in your class and be focused 
on the Habits of Mind that your teaching practices foster in students. That way, you can 
accomplish what you hope to in your courses. 
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Appendix A 
Mindful Practices 
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Appendix B 
Mindfulness and Meditation Resources, Buchanan (2017) 

 
Guided Meditations  

• Awakening to Being Present, by Gael Chiarella (from AM Yoga Meditations) 
https://youtu.be/ue-JBc7hMXY 

• Breathscape and Bodyscape Guided Meditation, by Jon Kabat Zinn 
http://dai.ly/x2yv79f 

• Loving Kindness Meditation, by University of New Hampshire Health Services 
https://youtu.be/sz7cpV7ERsM  

Open-Eyed Meditations  

• How to Meditate with Open Eyes, by Brahma Kumaris Glasgow 
https://youtu.be/kiceMRy6ZG0 

• The Journey to Your Self: Remembering the Real You, by Ken Obermeyer 
https://youtu.be/BPj8G2_b9Uk 

• The Sound of the Bell, from Plum Village Meditations, by Thich Nhat Hanh, 
video by stevieboytheMt1 
https://youtu.be/p-uBnDH-YNs  

Documentaries 

• On Meditation: Documenting the Inner Journey, by Snapdragon Films 
http://onmeditation.com/ 

• Room to Breathe, by Sacred Planet Films 
www.mindfulschools.org/resources/room-to-breathe 

• Walk With Me, by Speakit Films 
 http://walkwithmefilm.com 

  

https://youtu.be/ue-JBc7hMXY
http://dai.ly/x2yv79f
https://youtu.be/sz7cpV7ERsM
https://youtu.be/kiceMRy6ZG0
https://youtu.be/BPj8G2_b9Uk
https://youtu.be/p-uBnDH-YNs
http://onmeditation.com/
http://www.mindfulschools.org/resources/room-to-breathe
http://walkwithmefilm.com/
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Chapter 11  

Hindsight is 20/20: The Role of Reflection in Learning 

Jenifer Evers 
 

My teaching philosophy hinges on student-directed learning, creating opportunities for 
student success, and depth of learning versus rote memorization. Over the years, I have 
experimented with different ways to assess student understanding of new concepts as well as to 
stay connected to individual students in a timely and effective manner. I simultaneously 
recognize the difficulty of accomplishing this in a manner that is not terribly time-consuming for 
the student or for myself. Ultimately, I created an assignment that achieves my goal using several 
qualities highlighted in Costa et al.’s Habits of Mind framework (2022). 

As a licensed Clinical Social Worker, I had no previous teaching experience when I took 
my position as a Clinical Assistant Professor of Social Work at Utah State University in 2013. 
However, it quickly became apparent that many of the practices used by social workers with 
clients pertain to work with students. We meet clients where they are in their process, and we 
endeavor to create a professional alliance with them to support their efforts toward goals. The 
same is true when working with students.  

Social workers must first develop a rapport and create a relationship with clients. From 
this foundation all work takes place, and the quality of that relationship directly impacts client 
success. Throughout the client–social worker relationship, the worker is responsible for meeting 
the client where they are. We must get on the client’s “page,” meaning that we come to 
understand the client’s perspective through ongoing interaction and exploration. The client leads 
the process, teaching the social worker about themselves and, in turn, the social worker helps the 
client come to a greater understanding of themselves and how they might best achieve the goals 
they set for themselves.  

Teaching demands a similar approach. We endeavor to create a relationship with each 
student, even if that means that we only learn their names. We attempt to discover where 
students are in their learning and understanding and provide feedback based on those revelations. 
We create a sort of dialogue in that process. Ideally, the feedback provided by instructors 
influences future submissions and we continue to validate and supplement or correct 
understanding demonstrated in student assessment.  

To meet someone where they are, whether in learning or goal-achievement, one must 
allow the individual to explain that to them. How do we ask students to describe their 
understanding? Through numerous assessments, including evaluation of written work, 
quizzes/exams, presentations, and so on. These tasks are often daunting and require students to 
somewhat separate from their own educational location due to the writing/presentation rigor. To 
overcome that, we might instead consider allowing students to reflect on their own thoughts 
regarding the material they have encountered and put thoughts into their own words. This allows 
students to think about their thinking and encourages them to make connections between past 
knowledge/experience and new information, both of which are important Habits of Mind (Costa 
& Kallick, 2008). 

After engaging with material (assigned readings, lectures, etc.), students will find little to 
no difficulty providing a list of five things learned pertaining to this new material. In fact, this 
can usually be done in a short amount of time and with little additional effort. However, left to 
our own devices, we rarely take the time to intentionally reflect, despite its proven efficacy at 
helping us learn (Mann, 2016). Multiple studies indicate the positive impact reflection can have 
on academic success (Costa & Kallick, 2008; Dewey, 1944; Menekse, 2020; National Research 
Council, 2012; Rodgers, 2002). John Dewey (2003) noted that “we do not learn from our 
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experience, we learn from reflecting on our experience” and explained that reflection requires us 
to “look back, analysing, seeing events in a wider context and considering how what we realise 
could be applied in the future” (p. 78). Rodgers (2002) identifies four criteria that she believes 
characterize Dewey’s concept of reflection along with its purposes: 

 
1. Ultimately, reflection is a process of making meaning that renders deeper understanding, 

encouraging connection to existing knowledge and experience. 
2. Reflection is a structured way of thinking rooted in scientific inquiry. 
3. Reflection should happen through interaction with others. 
4. Reflection requires that one is concerned with their own growth as well as that of others.  

 
Costa, Kallick, and Zmuba include “Applying Past Knowledge to New Situations” in 

their Habits of Mind framework, which posits that finding connections between new information 
and past experiences reinforces learning (Costa et al., 2022). Not only does reflection have the 
potential to positively impact academic success; it also holds additional value for social work 
students (as well as those in related disciplines), specifically as it prompts students to engage in a 
process critical to professional development in social work, which is to reflect on professional 
growth and review progress with clients.  

The process of ongoing reflection, an essential Habit of Mind, is one integral to social 
work practice (Costa et al., 2022). Certainly, the social worker routinely asks the client to reflect 
on their own existing knowledge of any situation they may find themself in. Examining the client 
experience since initiation of services accomplishes many purposes: it allows the client to 
recognize the change process which typically occurs in slow, incremental steps (often without 
notice); it provides an opportunity to assess and modify client goals, as those may need to be 
revised throughout the process; and it allows the worker to check in with the client regarding 
their satisfaction with the direction and progress of the work.  

Most closely connected to this assignment is the practice of both informal and formal 
reflection on client progress. Similar to learning, (client) change occurs slowly and over time. 
This mandates that we as professionals (either in social work or education generally) highlight 
that process over time as well as at the conclusion of the work, either through termination with a 
client or end of a course. Social workers often review a client’s progress throughout the working 
relationship as well as at the end of it. In social work, we are required by agency and funding 
policies to submit reports on client progress which can take place as frequently as daily (in 
progress notes), weekly (in agency staffing meetings), or as long as three months (in the form of 
formal paperwork). This information is used to review progress and to modify treatment goals, 
all of which inform our continued work with the client. Often, a social worker will ask a client to 
identify key takeaways at the end of a session as a means of helping the client distill their 
insights and intentions prior to concluding. This proves useful as clients gain clarity on the value 
of the session and the insights gained, a process described as metacognition, another essential 
Habit of Mind (Costa et al., 2022).  

This can hold true for students as well. When they reflect on the value of the material 
they read or knowledge gained from engaging with required resources and assignments, students 
are able to structure their thoughts and make clearer sense of them or think about their thinking 
(metacognition). The reflection process requires them to put into their own words the key 
concepts that stood out to them and allows them to make connections between the new 
knowledge they have gained and things they already understand and know.   

In the “5 Things” assignment, students build each week on their existing knowledge and 
may review the compiled list to look for connections or themes. It requires them to use their own 
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words to identify the information they choose to highlight from the material. It also allows the 
instructor to review the information to correct any misinformation that may exist and to add 
more context or content to existing material. Commenting on every student’s list each week—
even if it is just one item and ideas are validated or reinforced—results in an ongoing 
conversation between the instructor and the student and personalizes the student experience. In 
this way, the students engage in the Habits of Mind of striving for accuracy (continuously trying 
to understand and integrate new knowledge) and persisting (grappling with what they have 
learned to make sense of it) (Costa et al., 2022).  

Finally, requiring students to make connections in their weekly reflection asks them to 
draw on prior knowledge and experiences to connect with new material, which Costa and Kallick 
(2008) include in their Habits of Mind framework. Students gain a deeper understanding of a text 
when authentic connections are made. Galinsky (2010) identifies similarities, difference, 
relationships, and unusual connections as areas of connection that can deepen understanding. 
Thus, encouraging students to make connections is critical in supporting their acquisition and 
understanding of new information.   

Both in social work practice and education, we use reflection to gain insight into the 
subject’s perspective and experience (or to meet them where they are). The weekly reflection 
assignments allow an instructor to not only understand the student perspective (which informs 
their learning), but to also comment on the items listed. Instructors may provide clarification if 
something seems to have been misunderstood, if the student seems to have remaining questions, 
or they may deepen the insight conveyed through a nonsynchronous form of dialogue. Questions 
may be posed that can prompt continued thought on a statement. Observations about connections 
can also be made that link items listed within the same week or over a series of weeks.  

Figure 11.1 

Weekly Assignment Description 

 
Note. Using the transparent assignment format. 
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Figure 11.2 

Weekly Assignment Description 

 
Note. In a more traditional syllabus narrative. 
 

Figure 11.3 

Example of Weekly Student Submissions 

 
Note. Instructor comments on right or below. 

 

Figure 11.4 
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Second Example of Weekly Student Submission With Instructor Comments Left in “Assignment 
Comments” Box in LMS 

 
I find grading these weekly assignments incredibly exciting, and I am often surprised by 

some of the student insights. The submissions vary greatly from one student to another—they 
might be a single sentence on each item or a full page of narrative describing a student’s insights 
and connections. I allow students to determine how they prefer to manage their lists. Students get 
out of any course what they put into it. We will always have students who submit minimal 
material while others go above and beyond. However, even the most minimal lists provide an 
opportunity for me to engage in individualized education, which has become increasingly 
challenging in the educational context. And, again, the purpose is to meet each student where 
they are and provide feedback that reinforces, supplements, or corrects ideas noted. Further, 
these assignments help bolster student confidence as they achieve a sense of success and deeper 
understanding through a relatively easy weekly assignment. Students also find the process of 
creating the ongoing list and the outcome worthwhile and meaningful. I receive unsolicited 
comments at course conclusions about how useful the comprehensive list is as students come to 
identify it as a resource summarizing what was learned over the semester.  

 

Figure 11.5 

Course Reflection Assignment Description 
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Figure 11.6 

Examples of Course Reflection Student Submission Including Instructor Comments Within 
Submission 
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Figure 11.7 
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Example of Course Reflection Student Submission With Instructor Comments in Comment Box 

 

 
 
 
 
Instructor Comment: 
Really significant insights, (name redacted)! Your self-awareness and engagement in thinking critically 
about the material help you make the most of the information presented. I look forward to getting to 
watch you continue to grow and hone your skills next semester! 
 
 
 

Conclusion 
Grading the course reflection papers is typically a very validating experience for me and I 

believe it may be for students as well. I have found that my confidence in student knowledge and 
skills has increased significantly since implementing this assignment. Just like clients, the 
opportunity to look back on the experience and process its meaning and utility allows students to 
fully recognize the value of their own efforts and the growth they have experienced throughout 
the semester.  

Student reflections also provide important feedback to instructors’ teaching process. They 
prompt us to reflect on how well we conveyed what we intended—we get a sense of whether 
students effectively met the learning objectives established for each week as well as the entire 
course. We can then clarify or supplement material to ensure that the course objectives and 
necessary comprehension of key concepts has been achieved to an acceptable degree to enhance 
readiness for future courses that build upon one another. Overall, these assignments are low cost 
and high reward for both instructor and student.  
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Section III: Growing 
 
This section highlights how learning is a continual process. Kimberly Hiatt, Kelsey Bushman, 
Heather Lyman, and Sarah Gosney demonstrate how they weave CliftonStrengths (CS) with 
Habits of Mind to create a “discovery framework” to help statewide students, many of whom are 
Diné, thrive in college. Melanie Chambers and Sharon Lyman then explore how they develop 
students’ abilities in reading, writing, and persistence through Habits of Mind courses. Antje 
Graul and Ayse Sapci discuss how they built meaningful Habits of Mind activities, all with real-
world applications, in mid-level economics classes. Raymond Veon discusses how he nurtures 
responsible risk-taking in the arts classroom, allowing student to further develop their creativity. 
Jason Twede highlights how he structures Criminal Justice courses to allow students to learn 
from failure. Finally, Rachel Robison-Greene examines how her philosophy students take risks 
and remain open to continuous learning by developing ethical and rigorous research skills. 
 
Habits of Mind discussed in this section include: 

• Creating, imagining, and innovating 

• Questioning and posing problems 

• Gathering data through all senses 

• Persisting 

• Thinking about your thinking (metacognition) 

• Thinking flexibly 

• Taking responsible risks 

• Remaining open to continuous learning 

• Responding with wonderment and awe 
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Chapter 12 

Weaving Purposeful Worlds of Discovery:  

Merging CliftonStrengths® With Habits of Mind for Low-Income, First-
Generation Students 

Kimberly Hiatt, Kelsey Bushman, Heather Lyman, and Sarah Gosney 
 

Utah State University (USU) Blanding is a non-tribal institution with close to 70% of its 
student population originating from the Navajo Nation, Dinétah. Located 388 miles southeast of 
the main campus in Logan, Utah, USU Blanding serves a population of students living in 
geographically remote areas, including the largest Native American–populated region in the 
United States. This vast territory—encompassing some 13,300 square miles, which exceeds the 
combined area of Connecticut, Delaware, New Jersey, and Rhode Island—is classified as 
“frontier.” With a population density of 2.0 persons per square mile and a poverty rate of 33% 
(as compared to the Utah average of 8.9%; Utah Department of Workforce Services, 2022), 
students at the elementary and secondary levels across this region face chronic food insecurity, 
limited access to transportation, early responsibility for sibling childcare, and limited (or no) 
access to Internet and running water. When basic needs cannot be met, the difficult yet 
rewarding work of deep learning is often put on the back burner (McGuire, 2018, p. 6). Add to 
this a higher-than-average teacher turnover rate, combined with regional school districts’ 
inclination to advance high school seniors who have for various reasons been underserved since 
elementary school, and you have future college students unprepared for the academic rigor of a 
university experience. 

Unlike the Logan campus, which requires a certain GPA and index score for admittance, 
USU Blanding uses open enrollment, meaning that any student with a high school diploma or 
GED is admitted. That leaves student support groups that serve first-generation, income-eligible 
students (95% of whom are Navajo or Diné) like TRIO Student Support Services (SSS) with a 
critical and expedient task: to help the high number of underprepared students make up lost 
ground before either their financial aid or motivation runs out. It is a tall order—and not because 
these students are not capable, because they are. What is key is providing these students with 
useful tools in a familiar and timely manner before their financial resources and desire 
evaporate.  

For these reasons, when applying for the latest TRIO SSS award, a federal educational 
opportunity outreach program designed to motivate and support college students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds, the USU Blanding TRIO SSS team chose to create new project 
services. We wanted to allow students to integrate their natural personality characteristics—or 
CliftonStrengths (CS)—together with Habits of Mind. This approach, we reasoned, would create 
a discovery framework upon which our students could achieve wellbeing in higher education.  

Offering our underprepared students the space and time to “weave” a world of discovery 
using the tools of CS and Habits of Mind is analogous to a structure with which these students 
are already familiar: the taut longitudinal and interwoven vertical yarns found on the two-bar 
loom Navajo weavers have used for the past two centuries to create vivid, artistic, durable 
blankets. Navajo artisans are known worldwide for the beauty, intricacy, and quality of their 
wool blankets and rugs woven on the traditional, freestanding, upright, rudimentary but well-
suited Navajo looms (see Figure 12.1).  

Figure 12.1 
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Navajo Rug Weaving Loom (2016) 

 

Figure 12.2 

 Klagetoh (left) and Yei (right) Patterned Navajo Blankets (Sublette, 2022) 

 

 
 

This exquisite and enduring storytelling art includes warp (horizontal) and weft (vertical) 
yarns of churro sheep wool, raised, sheared, carded, dyed and spun into natural-colored fibers. It 
is a time-intensive artform that a 1973 Diné Community College study estimated takes an 
average of 345 hours: 45 hours to shear the sheep, 24 hours to spin the wool, 60 hours to prep 
and dye the wool, and 215 hours to weave (Jakobsen, 2017). Our students hear stories from their 
K’é (Navajo system of kinship) that after they emerged from the Fourth, Glittering World, a 
Holy Person named Changing Woman sought out the weaving art from Spider Woman. Spider 
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Woman gifted Changing Woman with weaving knowledge, though only after Changing Woman 
promised to teach other Navajo women how to weave (Roessel, 1995, p. 21–22). Navajo weavers 
know the warp (or lengthwise) lashings must be stretched on the loom under great tension to 
facilitate the weft yarns that are woven up and over the stronger yarns to form intricate, colorful 
textile stories. 

Our mission is to guide our students to identify the taut, warp lengthwise lashings on their 
own looms—their natural strengths or unique talents innate or learned through refining life 
experience that, when named, claimed, and aimed, will reveal natural tendencies that create the 
necessary and intelligent weft behaviors on their looms of life. Though it takes time and repeated 
practice, like the long hours devoted to creating a stunning Navajo blanket, we believe that when 
a student tightly knits these two valuable intersecting pieces into their character, they will 
preserve their individual and collective identity, all while building the stability to accept 
necessary change for responsible growth and familial economic development. 

 

CliftonStrengths: Revealing Our Students’ Natural, Intrinsic Talent 
The CS psychometric instrument is a reliable, enduring assessment taken by well over 21 

million people worldwide in 25 different languages (Asplund, 2019). Offering it to our students 
and certifying three of our five staff as CS coaches has expanded the engagement of our project. 
Since administering this positive assessment focused on identifying and developing students’ 
strengths (or talent themes) rather than addressing their deficits, we have noticed that our 
students are generally more satisfied when using their natural strengths in both their academic 
and social lives. Through strengths-based activities, they come to understand that they, like a 
Navajo blanket, have progressed from the ground up. Because they get an opportunity to engage 
their natural talent themes in all areas of academic life, they perform better in school.  

Providing the CS assessment to all our participants allows students to learn their top five 
themes of talent. These are the areas where they have the most potential to shine. Students 
receive a detailed report about each of their themes of talent. Additionally, a coaching session 
and at least one lesson during each first- and second-year experience Habits of Mind course is 
devoted to understanding and fostering these strengths in a way that helps students capitalize on 
their own potential. Most importantly, our team works the language of CliftonStrengths into 
every aspect of the project. Each Habits of Mind lesson, advising session, learning session, and 
everyday interaction with students is framed with their talent themes in mind. As a result, many 
students ask to learn more about their themes of talent outside of the classroom. When discussing 
students’ talent themes, TRIO staff focus on the whole student, including how they are thriving, 
surviving, or struggling with their well-being in the following areas: academically, socially, 
financially, physically, and communally. 

 

Habits of Mind 
CS perfectly complements the interlacing of Habits of Mind applicability. Discovering 

ourselves is the human journey. Thus, when students come to know their talent themes and how 
they dynamically wrap with one another, they can more fully awaken their “Habits of Mind to 
drive, motivate, activate and direct their intellectual capacities” (as quoted by Art Costa in Bena, 
2017). Yet it is critical to realize that for Navajo students, it is all about family and traditions, 
whereas in Western culture, it is mostly about the individual. According to Guillory and 
Wolverton (2008), institutions like USU Blanding, which serve Native American students, 
“cannot continue to operate using traditional approaches to student retention, if they want to truly 
serve and help our country’s Indigenous peoples” (p. 84). Heavy Runner and DeCelles go so far 
to say that “institutions fail to recognize the disconnect between the institutional values and 
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[Indigenous] student/family values; hence the real reasons for high attrition rates among 
disadvantaged students are never addressed” (2002, p. 8). Connecting to students’ home 
communities, traditions, and individual strengths is imperative. 

Weaving in the vertical, weft Habits of Mind yarns, though subject to less strain than the 
warp yarns, requires the constant carry-over and carry-under activity through these lengthwise 
fibers. Like the rich Navajo tradition of weaving weft yarns, this “duration of long, slow building 
of millimeter-by-millimeter work” (Biggers, 2021) resembles the Habits of Mind learning that 
initially arrives at our campus in the form of students’ discourse mismatch. While not all students 
come to institutions of higher learning with the language of Habits of Mind, all students arrive 
with a rich and unique culture. Tying our students to their sense of self and membership in a 
group, where the student grew up, the place they learned to be, and who they identify themselves 
as being, as well as to feelings of belonging helps them succeed when their primary discourse 
does not match the institutional discourse.  

While Habits of Mind seem like clear attributes students should be taught to behave 
intelligently, they are attributes described in language that makes sense in the Western world, 
though not necessarily in the primary discourse of Native American students. As Paulson infers, 
“when a student’s primary discourse suddenly becomes ‘wrong’ in the college’s official, 
secondary discourse community,” there is a discourse mismatch in education (2012, p. 7–8). 
Such a discontinuity in the weaving can easily result in student frustration and a lack of 
persistence. It is critical that our students are allowed to tie their natural strengths and traditions 
to the secondary discourse of Habits of Mind so they can learn the expectations and behaviors of 
academic and lifetime success. Figure 12.3 shows how the 34 CS combine with the 16 Habits of 
Mind to benefit our specific student population. After administering almost 400 CS assessments 
to TRIO SSS students, 95% of whom are Navajo students, *restorative (CS) is the highest 
recurring talent theme. 

 

Figure 12.3 

Weaving CliftonStrengths and Habits of Mind 
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1.  
Persisting: 
Stick to it!          

Persevering 
with a task 
through to 
completion, 
remaining 
focused. 
Searching for 
ways to reach 
your goal when 
stuck. Not 
giving up. 

Focus 
Discipline 
Competition 
Consistency 
Activator 

We look for ways to help our students reach 
their goals when they are stuck. We do not let 
them give up. We show them how to 
persevere just like the Diné persevered 
through harsh environments, assimilation, the 
“Long Walk” farming, weaving, arts, and 
crafts and education. 

2.  
Managing 
impulsivit
y: Take 
your time! 

Thinking before 
acting; 
remaining calm, 
thoughtful, and 
deliberative. 

Deliberative 
Command  
Responsibility 

“I can’t. I’m scared.” These are common 
phrases we hear from our students. Meditation 
and mindfulness practices help our students to 
think positively about their talent themes and 
remain calm, thoughtful, and deliberate before 
acting. Hózhó is order, beauty, balance, and 
harmony in the Navajo language. Practicing 
mindfulness is a tool we use in our Habits of 
Mind classes to reconnect students with this 
beauty way. 

3.  
Listening 
with 
understand
ing and 
empathy: 
Understan
ding 
others! 

Devoting 
mental energy 
to another 
person’s 
thoughts and 
ideas. Trying to 
perceive 
another’s point 
of view and 
emotions. 

Empathy 
Includer  
Relator 

Our team recognizes that our students see 
outside themselves and beyond their situation. 
It is a group dynamic with which our students 
excel. This can translate into great marketable 
job skills. It is no surprise since family and 
community are vital to our Navajo students. 
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4.  
Thinking 
flexibly: 
Look at it 
another 
way! 

Being able to 
change 
perspectives; 
generating 
alternatives; 
considering 
options. 

Adaptability 
Arranger 
Strategic 
Futuristic 
Restorative* 

We help our students change their 
perspectives (often negative from various 
home environments and experiences) through 
their restorative strengths in considering other 
options to generate alternatives (e.g., medical 
assisting versus nursing). Students have seen 
grandfathers die in hospitals from respiratory 
damage due to their years in uranium mines, 
or grandmothers in kidney failure from poorly 
controlled diabetes. Their experiences with 
hospitals create a desire to “be a nurse.” Yet 
students often find the academic rigors into 
that program to be too challenging. Showing 
them other options like the Medical Lab or 
Surgical Technician AAS or the Medical 
Assistant or Pharmacy Technician Certificate 
of Completion are pleasing alternatives. 

5.  
Thinking 
about your 
thinking: 
Metacogni
tion 

Being aware of 
your own 
thoughts, 
strategies, 
feelings, and 
actions and their 
effects on others 

Intellection 
Strategic 
Learner 

We share the learning cycle adapted from Dr. 
Saundra McGuire (2018) with our students so 
they will be aware of their own thoughts, 
strategies, feelings, and actions and their 
effects on them and others. Circular thinking 
that includes staying with others or tasks until 
the interaction is complete is part of Navajo 
life.  

6.  
Striving 
for 
accuracy: 
Check it 
again! 

Doing your 
best. Setting 
high standards. 
Fact checking 
and finding 
ways to 
improve. 

Achiever 
Maximizer 

The Navajo Protection Way Blessing includes 
the instruction Doo hoł hóyée’ da (never be 
lazy). This is a skill we teach our students in 
their college writing: set high standards when 
using and citing sources to avoid plagiarism 
and check their sources for credibility.  
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7.  
Questionin
g and 
posing 
problems: 
How do 
you know? 

Having a 
questioning 
attitude; 
knowing what 
data are needed 
and developing 
questioning 
strategies to 
produce those 
data. Finding 
problems to 
solve. 

Restorative* 
Analytical 

We encourage students to become lifelong 
learners by engaging with material in more 
depth, which helps them retain it for a longer 
period of time. We ask them to spend more 
time wallowing in the complexity of problems 
so they can see it from different angles. 

8.  
Applying 
past 
knowledge 
to new 
situations: 
Use what 
you learn! 

Accessing prior 
knowledge; 
transferring 
knowledge 
beyond the 
situation in 
which it was 
learned. 

Context  
Learner 
Restorative* 
Input 
Futuristic 

Our students have a rich cultural history to 
pull from when accessing prior knowledge in 
all academic areas (science, history, fiction, 
human and family development, etc.). 
Conveying this message to students confirms 
to them that they are intelligent and capable 
individuals and can gain the knowledge 
necessary to be successful in all academic 
settings. 

9.  
Thinking 
and 
communic
ating with 
clarity and 
precision: 
Be clear! 

Striving for 
accurate 
communication 
in both written 
and oral form; 
avoiding 
overgeneralizati
ons, distortions, 
deletions, and 
exaggerations. 

Communicati
on 
Consistency 
Focus 
Maximizer 
Harmony 

As English language learners (ELLs), many of 
our students experience achievement gaps, 
which makes communicating with clarity and 
precision challenging. However, when 
students see the importance of communicating 
precisely with their instructors, they often find 
that they get answers, direction, and feedback 
which are clear and precise. Doing so 
increases understanding on both sides of the 
communication. 

10. 
Gathering 
data 
through all 
senses: Us
e your 
natural 
pathways! 

Paying attention 
to the world 
around you. 
Gathering data 
through all the 
senses: sight, 
sound, smell, 
taste, and touch. 

Input  
Analytical 
Connectednes
s 
Harmony 

Helping students find their natural learning 
tendencies will strengthen as well as 
encourage them to use other pathways to 
learn. As a TRIO SSS team, we are constantly 
discovering the best ways our students learn. 
Just as each weaver’s design is unique to 
them, so are each of our students’ ways of 
learning. 
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11. 
Creating, 
imagining, 
and 
innovating
: Try a 
different 
way! 

Generating new 
and novel ideas, 
fluency, 
originality 

Ideation 
Strategic 
Analytical 
Activator 

We have seen more creativity in our Navajo 
students than in any other group of students. 
They naturally unearth original ideas and 
thoughts of their own, which empowers them 
to continue to learn and grow. Pointing out 
this general, natural tendency can encourage 
originality and fluency. 

12. 
Respondin
g with 
wonderme
nt and 
awe: 
Having 
fun 
figuring it 
out! 

Finding the 
world awesome, 
mysterious, and 
being intrigued 
with phenomena 
and beauty. 

Belief 
Connectednes
s 
Learner 

We help our students feel a sense of pride for 
the accomplishments they make in academic 
discourse, which they may not be able to 
acknowledge in their primary discourse. Two 
years with us in the TRIO SSS project 
becomes a memorable woven tapestry of 
progress, celebrated by their TRIO SSS shimá 
yázhí (aunties).  

13.  
Taking 
responsibl
e risks: 
Venture 
out! 

Being 
adventuresome; 
living on the 
edge of one’s 
competence. 
Try new things 
constantly. 

Maximizer   
Self-
Assurance  
Significance   
Responsibility
Activator 

We have found that our students feel less 
limited when they try new things and venture 
beyond what they know. Although creating 
new designs can seem scary to them at first, 
through practice and encouragement, this 
limitlessness can translate into an insatiable 
appetite for leaning into the unknown. 
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14.  
Finding 
humor: 
Laugh a 
little! 

Finding the 
whimsical, 
incongruous, 
and unexpected. 
Being able to 
laugh at oneself. 

Woo 
Positivity 
Adaptability 
Belief 
Communicati
on 

Our team has a collective 60 years of teaching 
Navajo students, and one thing that stands out 
is that Navajo students love to tease and 
laugh. As nationally known Native American 
comedian, humorist, and speaker Mylo 
Redwater Smith has said, “Indian humor is 
much more than a social lubricant, it’s a tool, 
an attitude, a mentality” (Lindquist, 2016). 
We learn better when we are in a good mood, 
and learning to laugh at ourselves and the 
unexpected helps us maintain that 
lightheartedness, which, in turn, may lead to a 
greater openness about what we are learning.  

15.  
Thinking 
interdepen
dently: 
Work 
together! 

Working with 
and learning 
from others in 
reciprocal 
situations. 
Teamwork. 

Woo 
Ideation 
Includer 
Futuristic 
Individualizati
on 

We learned through the pandemic that our 
students missed connecting with others. This 
process of involving others in learning can be 
enlightening as ideas are shared and may even 
help to shift current mindsets or clear certain 
obstacles in our thinking. 

16. 
Remaining 
open to 
continuous 
learning: 
Learn 
from 
experience
! 

Having humility 
and pride when 
admitting we do 
not know; 
resisting 
complacency. 

Learner 
Input  
Ideation 
Intellection 

We have learned that humility is part of the 
Navajo traditional education. One of the 
Blessing Way teachings is being humble: yiní 
dilyinee jiiná. We help our students remain 
open to continuous learning by teaching them 
about academic discourse, how to navigate the 
institution, and introducing them to new ways 
of learning that weave into mindfulness, a 
skill based in their cultural traditions. 

Note. The Institute for Habits of Mind (2022) and Gallup, Inc. (2019). 
 

With a focus on student strengths, our team understands the importance of helping our 
students explore their blind spots—the overused or misapplied strengths that pose as weaknesses. 
These show up when we ignore instead of invest in our natural strengths. When constructing a 
Navajo blanket, weavers design a spirit line, ch’ihónít’i, or intentional opening “into a textile [as] 
a preventative measure that disentangles the artists from the finished product created to sell in 
the wider marketplace” (Yohe, 2012). Weavers believe that the spirit line opening they fabricate 
maintains their physical and mental health by providing them an exit or opening so they do not 
enclose their spirit or halt their learning in the rug (Rodee, 1987, p. 141). (See Figure 12.4 for a 
spirit pathway example.) In a similar manner, our students need to be aware of their weaknesses 
so they can create a ch’ihónít’i of escape for these blind spots. For example, a student with high 
talent themes of Input and Learner may tend to overshare what they have learned in their classes. 
If this student becomes aware that this behavior will not win them a steady lineup of study group 
partners in the future, they can work on that blind spot so that this weakness exits their 
metaphorical spirit pathway. 
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Figure 12.4 

Spirit Pathway (Sinopoli, 2017) 

 
 

Standing out is one blind spot we have seen emerge from the loom of our students’ 
Navajo culture. Asking for help is not something that most of our students will do comfortably or 
naturally. With a culture that does not encourage assertiveness, most of our students attempt to 
fly just under the radar, trying to not be noticed for anything they do (or do not) accomplish. 
They are not comfortable asking for help or being praised. Sometimes even something as simple 
as eye contact can be difficult for our students, especially for those who are traditional. 
Compounding this difference in culture with a new living situation in a border town with mostly 
white faculty and staff, the challenges of collegiate academic rigor, and a newly discovered 
independence, and a student may shut down. Managing so much at once is challenging for any 
young adult, but our students tend to fare worse than most. Some come out of their first semester, 
sometimes their first year, of college in tatters, either mentally or academically. Incorporating 
CliftonStrengths and Habits of Mind early and often in all that we do benefits our students with 
learned persistence, confidence, and success. 

 

Creating an Environment for Engaged Weaving: Learning and Growing  
During the Covid-19 pandemic, we learned that human contact and connection are 

essential. Our students verbalized that they missed the personalized connection of face-to-face 
classes and one-on-one advising sessions. With ways of belonging stripped from our shared 
cultures, we realized how much they were valued—“where their voice[s] can be heard, where 
they are invited to the table for problem solving and innovative thinking, where their differences 
are seen as strengths, and where there is a dedication to their overall well-being” (Costa et al., 
2021). Thus, we created connections inside our Habits of Mind first- and second-year seminars 
and continued weaving those connections outside the classroom through Habits of Mind 
assignment-required advising appointments with our TRIO academic advisor and learning 
sessions with our TRIO learning specialist. 

We found that culturally responsive teaching, including connections to home, traditions, 
and previous knowledge, encourage our students to thrive. Navajo weavers innately saw the 
importance of connections to home and traditions as they have been known to incorporate 
memorable and deliberate items into their designs “related to stories or the ceremonial 
procedures that grow out of them” (Willink & Zolbrod, 1996, p. 8–10). In fact, sometimes 
traditional knowledge in the form of a sliver of quill, a tiny piece of pollen, or a subtle color shift 

ch’ihónít’i 
or spirit line 
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is woven into these rugs, not so unlike learning strategies that remind students of prior 
knowledge—keeping a story or knowledge alive for longer than needed to regurgitate for an 
exam. 

In one Habits of Mind class, USU 1060: Reading for College Success, we help students 
become more mindful about where and how they learn in their classes. The class fashions three 
reading strategy categories into academic text comprehension: pre-reading, during reading, and 
post-reading. One specific reading strategy is the use of mnemonic devices: memory techniques 
that methodically change difficult-to-remember details into more easily remembered details. 
Mnemonic devices are commonly used in the elementary and secondary grades. For example, 
ROY G BIV for the colors of the rainbow and PEMDAS for the order of operations in math. 
Creating an original mnemonic device that will work for you is another beast entirely, which is 
exactly what students are asked to do in USU 1060.  

One student was cruising along through each reading strategy until we got to mnemonic 
devices. The assignment became for her an insurmountable challenge, particularly the aspect of 
creating a new device. She mentioned in class that she was having trouble with that assignment 
and asked the instructor for help. 

After determining that it was the innovation factor of the assignment that was the 
challenge, the instructor asked this student to identify something she was either having a hard 
time remembering or could not master. The student identified an animal science class as difficult 
because of an upcoming test on the meticulous details about each type of cattle. She had three 
pages of carefully scrawled notes with all the information she had to memorize. With the talent 
themes of deliberative and maximizer in her top five CliftonStrengths, it was no surprise that this 
student took serious care to be organized and sought to transform a strong learning strategy into 
something superb. Still, these notes just were not sticking with her. She was persistent because 
she had to learn the information, but the skills that had always worked for her in the past were 
not helping her in this situation.  

Beginning the process of creating a mnemonic device, the instructor asked her to identify 
the categories that each type of cattle had in common (for example, the class of cattle, where 
they originated, what type of beef each produced, and the personality type of each cow). After 
determining that these categories were the chunks of her mnemonic device, the student slowly 
began to add in all the other information where it fit. With the help of her instructor, the student 
practiced alliteration, identified compound words, referred to people she knew (a boy named 
Scot was popular in her high school, as are Scotland Angus cattle) and even language differences 
to fill in the rest of the information about beef. Those three pages turned into one mnemonic 
device. Some of the connections were stretching it, but the sillier the connection, the easier the 
student could remember it.  

Like a braiding plait, the blend of this student’s deliberative and maximizer talent themes 
allowed her to proceed cautiously and thoroughly when she could not compromise quality with 
specific Habits of Mind, like persisting; thinking flexibly; posing questions and problems; 
creating, imagining, and innovating; and taking responsible risks. This created a credible 
learning strategy in a mnemonic device that worked for her. And the bonus is that after a whole 
year, the student still remembers this information! 

 

Choosing an Individual Design: Personalizing Student Learning 
Intertwining metacognition with students’ CliftonStrengths empowers them toward ádaa’ 

áhozhniidzii’ (becoming self-aware) of the specific learning strategies that work best for them—a 
type of self-care in the often-foreign world of higher education for Navajo students. While one 
student may be exceptionally talented at organizing and determining how all the pieces and 
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resources can be assembled for maximum productivity using their arranger talent theme, another 
student may intertwine their includer and responsibility talent themes to create a dynamic double 
weave where they stand out at serving the marginalized (Gallup, 2019). On the other hand, a 
student with achiever and individualization high in their top five talent themes may be more 
effective at completing a task when they can work in a manner that fits who they are as a person 
(Gallup, 2019). 

Our efforts to meld Habits of Mind with CliftonStrengths has revealed some important 
findings. We have learned, for example, that the fifth Habit of Mind, metacognition, is an 
effective way for students to be self-reflective, particularly about their learning. Furthermore, 
many Habits of Mind come into play with this particular focus: persisting, managing impulsivity, 
striving for accuracy, questioning, thinking independently and remaining open to continuous 
learning. Our application of metacognition stems from our application of Saundra McGuire’s 
(2018) “Teach Yourself How to Learn.” In this piece, McGuire introduces a study cycle attentive 
to specific components of the learning process. 

To break down this process for students, we ask them what types of learning were 
required of them when they were in high school. We then ask them to compare that to the 
learning required of them at the college level. Through this exercise, students offer concrete 
examples that show the significant difference between what was required from them in high 
school and now in college.  

In another Habits of Mind course, USU 1040: Learning for Student Success, we take the 
time to process and practice (and practice some more) the important steps in the learning cycle. 
This careful approach allows our students to repeat the following important pattern for their 
academic courses: a) preview material before class; b) attend every class; c) review right after 
class; d) hold a focused study session between each student and TRIO SSS staff to determine the 
amount of time necessary to study and the amount of time necessary for brain “breaks”; e) assess 
their learning; and f) repeat what worked and adjust what needs fine-tuning (see Figure 12.5).  

Figure 12.5 

USU Blanding TRIO SSS poster (2021) 
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Weaving Strengths and Habits of Mind Into Academic Advising 
 Navajo tradition relates that Changing Woman promised to share her knowledge of 
weaving with Navajo women, so the art remains alive in Diné culture with that continued 
promise kept by the few master weavers still crafting stunning blankets. First-generation students 
in our project do not get that same promise with higher education, thus their first-gen status. For 
this reason, academic advising/transfer counseling is a mandated service in our federal project, 
and we, like Changing Woman, take this promise to share our knowledge as well as advice, 
assistance in postsecondary course selection, and information on the full range of student 
financial aid programs, transfer opportunities, and student support tools very seriously.  

In our advising practices, we interlace a combination of CliftonStrengths-based advising, 
appreciative advising, and Habits of Mind. With financial wellness on her mind, one student 
came to visit our academic advisor about the grant aid our project offers. Though they began by 
talking about the requirements and deadlines for TRIO SSS grant aid, soon the conversation 
turned to some of the student’s concerns for the current semester, including effective time 
management. For Navajo students, cultural time perception has a direct correlation to academic 
success. “Navajo time” is a term used in an “off-the-cuff way to explain why events that [are] 
hosted, planned, or attended by Navajo people always seem to start late and go long” (Charles, 
2011). Timeliness in Navajo culture does not communicate value as it does in Western customs. 

As a full-time and working student, this student’s time was limited. She expressed a 
desire to “figure out” her schedule so that she could be better prepared and organized. We 
implemented two time-management resources: a weekly planning schedule to allow the student 
to input all her classes, work times, and activities to create a snapshot view of her week and then 
schedule transitory activities and events into her schedule, and a semester-planning schedule that 
the student and advisor filled in with semester-long due dates. They ended the session with a 
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conversation about filling in the assignments, tests, and other important dates for the entire 
semester to help plan out her time and prioritize tasks during the semester. Though this student 
came in seeking an answer to a financial wellness question, she was able to create a critical 
discussion of several Habits of Mind (e.g., thinking interdependently, persisting) she can now 
practice with specific advising tools to become more successful in her student role. This kind of 
one-stop shop for answers, encouragement, CliftonStrengths coaching, and lessons on Habits of 
Mind take place daily with our students and the TRIO SSS staff. 

Since lashing CliftonStrengths with Habit of Mind as the framework of our project, we 
have provided students with specific and transferable opportunities to see themselves as the 
powerful, capable individuals their Creation Stories dictate they are. Simply put, this well-built 
structure provides textured, intelligent behavior opportunities that help students sustain a stable 
framework necessary for change, responsible growth, and familial economic development, all of 
which are essential on the Navajo Nation today and in the future.  

The similarities to the Navajo weaver’s loom, with its bottom cross piece representing 
Mother Earth securely holding the stretched, vertically rising yarns toward the top of the loom’s 
cross piece representing Father Sky, metaphorically illustrate how our students learn to leverage 
their own natural talent themes standing on Mother Earth while practicing the continuous 
weaving art of specific Habits of Mind. The more practice and experience our students acquire, 
the taller they reach toward Father Sky. Weaving Navajo traditions with their CliftonStrengths 
and Habits of Mind has the potential to create new worlds of proactive and prepared discovery 
for students as they set and reach goals that bring productive change to them and, if they master 
the secondary discourse of the institution and their people are willing to receive their translated 
version, to their home communities. 
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Chapter 13  

Habits of Mind Courses for College Success: Empowering Students to Plan 
and Read 

Melanie Chambers and Sharon Lyman 
 
 Ana takes a deep breath as her professor hands back her midterm. To her chagrin, she 
sees a red F at the top of the page. As she wonders where things went awry, her mind replays the 
events leading up to her arrival at the testing center where she took the exam. Poor time 
management coupled with little to no interest in the assigned readings seemed to be the 
compounding culprits of her failed exam. Now, in place of the A she had envisioned herself 
earning, an unsettling feeling sets in. Ana wonders whether she can still pass the class.  

University students with experiences like Ana’s can seek academic resources to help 
them succeed. Most students are hungry to find ways to improve their study habits, but few know 
where to look when failure begins to feel imminent. Classes that offer support have existed at 
Utah State University (USU) for decades. But it was not until 2020 that these study strategy 
classes were rebranded as “Habits of Mind” courses.  

Habits of Mind classes build on what students learn at USU in Connections, their first-
year orientation class. Habits of Mind courses are designed for students to take at the beginning 
of their college experience, though all students can benefit through the deliberate development of 
Habits of Mind. USU decided to offer these courses as one-credit, 7-week classes with specific 
focus areas. The original focus areas included planning; resilience; learning; reading, and success 
in STEM. By making each course 7 weeks long, these classes can be offered in the first and 
second part of the semester. Increased course offerings allow more students to take Habits of 
Mind courses.  

USU’s land-grant mission seeks to make higher education accessible to everyone 
throughout the state of Utah. As such, we offer Habits of Mind courses in a variety of modalities, 
including in-person, online, and web broadcast (or “Connect”). These modalities increase student 
access and accommodate the needs of individual learners. USU’s Habits of Mind courses equip 
students with the behaviors and practices they need to succeed in college and beyond.  

USU has adjusted some of its add/drop policies to help students gain these study skills. 
Students like Ana, for instance, can drop a full-semester, three-credit course and replace it with 
three, one-credit Habits of Mind classes. Habits of Mind courses provide students with a space to 
practice their skills and a safe community to build accountability. Students then become better 
prepared to revisit the course that they dropped. Since there is a direct correlation between self-
efficacy and academic performance, students with high self-efficacy experience greater academic 
success (Wernersbach, 2011).  

This chapter is co-authored by two USU learning specialists. We share our anecdotal 
experiences from teaching planning and reading courses. We have chosen to explore the 
following three Habits of Mind from the Habits of Mind Institute: managing impulsivity, 
persisting, and thinking flexibly. These Habits of Mind can inspire and help instructors know 
how to support their students. In the following, we first address how we build these Habits of 
Mind in USU 1020: Planning for College Success. We then move on to exploring how the 
Habits of Mind of managing impulsivity, persisting, and thinking flexibility have been 
incorporated into USU: 1060: Reading for College Success.  
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USU 1020: Habits of Mind: Planning for College Success 

Background 
USU 1020: Planning for College Success was the first course created in USU’s Habits of 

Mind series. In USU’s Academic Support Model (link), there is a tag line under time 
management that says, “Begin here.” Planning is the foundation of the academic support work 
we do because that is where problems first arise. “Evidence of students’ engagement in effective 
time management tends to be associated positively with indicators of more adaptive motivation 
and with increased use of other self-regulatory strategies” (Wolters & Brady, 2020). Academic 
issues can be prevented with awareness to scheduling limitations and approaching time with 
intention. 

Students often arrive to college without the careful supervision of their parents or others 
who helped them through high school. For many students, their schedules are truly their own for 
the first time. This leads students to face down several challenges; many become unsure of how 
to approach these challenges. While students want to be the best version of themselves, we as 
university instructors must also be attuned to ensuring that students’ time-management plans are 
realistic.  

Enrollment for our planning course fills fast. We believe this is because time 
management is an acceptable struggle that everyone faces. Students openly lament, commiserate, 
bond, and joke about their habits of procrastination and poor planning. They recognize that they 
have plenty of room for improvement. And they are eager to learn the many approaches that can 
be applied to improve their time management. The Habits of Mind that are cultivated from USU 
1020 lead students to manage their impulses, develop persistence, and think flexibly. 

 

Managing Impulsivity 
Managing impulsivity means thinking before acting. When students can manage and 

control their impulses, they submit better work. They have time to engage in the creative process 
and explore connections between what they are learning in their courses. Anxiety impedes clear 
thinking, so when students delay starting an assignment until an hour before it is due, they rarely 
get as much out of the assignment as students who plan and choose to focus on the task for 
multiple days. The pressure to finish and submit the assignment on time when being completed 
in the final hour often leads to errors. It also reduces the quality of the work. In contrast, students 
who take time to prepare for, complete, and turn in their assignments experience greater 
confidence and higher retention of the material.  

Students are also surrounded by distractions, inundated with devices that feed 
impulsivity. Laptops, cell phones, and watches all buzz to compete for attention. Textbooks, 
which are likely not as entertaining as the latest social media trend, patiently wait for the student 
to crack them open. Managing impulsivity when facing hours of reading, then, is something our 
students need to work on. 

The most common obstacle that students report in USU 1020 is procrastination. We go 
over the reasons why, and how students procrastinate as well as what solutions have worked in 
the past. Some of our solutions include breaking up large projects into smaller tasks and using 
apps to help students engage in their schoolwork. Almost universally, students mention adjusting 
their phone settings or location for increased concentration. Students take time in class to reflect 
on the values that are important to them. After reflecting on their values, they use this 
information to prioritize their tasks by order of importance. The benefits of applying time-
management skills contribute to college success and general well-being. These skills also apply 
to other life endeavors that extend beyond the college classroom.  

https://www.usu.edu/academic-support/studysmart
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The Five-Day Study Plan is an assignment in USU 1020 where students plan out a high-
stakes academic task. The example below focuses on a test, but students can also plan out a 
paper or project. In the first column, students make five “appointments” and specify the days and 
times when they will study. If something comes up and they cannot make that day or time work, 
instead of skipping it, they reschedule. In the second column, students break down the content 
into smaller pieces so the temptation to cram diminishes. Focusing on this specific section helps 
overwhelming feelings dissipate. It also fosters a greater sense of concentration. In the third 
column, students use a variety of methods to study, giving them a greater chance of remembering 
the information in different formats (Brown et al., 2018). When it comes time for the test, they 
have several methods and options from which to pull information. The last column serves as a 
guide for what works, what needs adjusting, and what deserves additional focus. Students can 
report how well the appointment went, whether the concepts have been mastered, and how 
effective the study method was. This reflection exercise is integral in helping them become self-
regulated learners (Nilson, 2013).  
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Figure 13.1 

Five-Day Review Plan 

 

Course: 
Test Date: 

WHEN - 

DATE 
TIME 

WHAT –  
CHAPTER / SECTIONS 

TEST TOPICS 

HOW –  
STUDY AIDS FOR THE 

TOPIC 
REFLECT 

Count 
back 
five 
days 
from 
test date 

List the chapters to be 
studied and the topics 
of the test 

List the study aids to be 
used in session – 
having variety will 
solidify the concepts.  
Review the active study 
strategy menu below 

How did 
the 
session 
go?  
What do 
you still 
want to 
review? 

DAY 1       
  
  
  

−   

−   

−   

−   

−   

−   
  

  

DAY 2 −   −     

  −   

−   
 

−   

−   
  

  

DAY 3 −   −     

  −   

−   

−   

−   
  

  

DAY 4 −   −     

  −   

−   
 

−   

−   
  

  

DAY 5 −   −     

  −   

−   
 

−   

−   
  

  

        

Note. From Utah State University (n.d.-a). 

 

Persisting  
Getting stuck is frustrating. We have witnessed students give up for reasons like self-

doubt, overwhelming life situations, or lack of purpose. While working with students, we have 
concluded that there is a story behind every F. University students face many barriers in their 



 163 

journey, and their response to such obstacles reveals their character and whether they have 
developed resilience. We have seen students who succumb to obstacles and others who 
overcome difficult challenges. The key is persisting. That is why we focus on this Habit of Mind 
in USU 1020. 

Persisting is sticking with something until it is finished. Concentration is an important 
part of this Habit of Mind. Searching for a way to overcome obstacles can help planning be more 
effective and highlight the growth and progress made (Kallik & Costa, 2022). This Habit of 
Mind is a key part of college success, no matter what obstacle is in the way.  

One approach we have in USU 1020 is breaking down big goals and aspirations into 
smaller steps. In Tiny Habits, Fogg (2020) offers a fantastic technique to address motivation. We 
start a class discussion and create a cloud with a value inside. We list behaviors that contribute to 
becoming someone who exemplifies that value. Figure 13.2 shows an illustration of what our 
whiteboard discussion looks like:  

 

Figure 13.2 

Fogg’s College Success Cloud in Action 

 

 
In the ensuing discussion, students list several behaviors that contribute to someone 

living out the value in the cloud. For college success, behaviors like attending class, taking notes, 
reading the book, and doing homework help a student experience academic success. Then we 
chart out these behaviors, as seen in Figure 13.3. The vertical line is effective at the top and not 
effective at the bottom. The horizontal (or motivation) line is “No, I can’t get myself to do this” 
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on the left, and “Yes I can get myself to do this” on the right. Students then plot the behaviors on 
the chart based on the perceived effectiveness and their motivation to do them.  

 

Figure 13.3 

Charting Effective Behaviors 

 

No 
Effective 
       * 

Not Effective 

Yes 
 
 
 

 
We have students focus on the behaviors in the top right quadrant with the star because 

they are already motivated to follow through with behaviors in that area. To develop a habit, 
Fogg suggests breaking it down to the smallest start (30 seconds) to something you already do 
(the anchor habit). To make that habit stick, he proposes adding a celebration to increase good 
feelings. By building on those 30 seconds, you are making it so easy to accomplish a task that 
you cannot say no.  

In class, we hand out index cards and suggest that students develop their own habit 
formulas. One example is the following: “After I get dismissed from class (anchor), I will open 
my semester planning calendar (30 seconds of new behavior). Then I will pat myself on the back 
(celebration).” See an example in Figure 13.4: 

 

Figure 13.4 

Habit Recipe Assignment 

 
In making small, positive steps, students are more likely to persist. If we ask students to 

change everything, they can become overwhelmed and give up. With small steps, students can 
experience success, which then builds momentum. Confidence increases their belief that they can 
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accomplish this goal or task. Self-efficacy is formed. This process can be motivating when 
students reflect on their progress and continue to persist.  
 

Think Flexibly 
Being able to change perspectives and consider options is an important and often 

overlooked Habit of Mind associated with planning. “Flexible thinkers have the capacity to 
change their minds as they receive additional data. They create and seek novel approaches and 
consider possible intended and unintended consequences” (Costa & Kallick, 2008). Students can 
get stuck thinking that every minute of every day needs to be accounted for. That can be a big 
de-motivator for the planning process. People are bad predictors of the future. In Thinking Fast 
and Slow, Daniel Kahneman (2015) calls this the “Planning Fallacy.” When time is spent 
planning for the future, it can be hard to predict how things will go, especially when you are 
planning for the first time without much awareness or context. It becomes easier and better with 
practice, especially if flexibility is built into the system. “Stealing time” is a trap students fall 
into when they are not able to think flexibly. When things come up that put a wrench in the 
carefully planned schedule, students may decide that planning does not work.   

Ultimately, time management consists of two things: tracking time and accomplishing 
tasks (Holschuh & Nist-Olejnik, 2011). Thinking flexibly allows students to create adjustments 
to their systems or their tasks. One flexible planning exercise has often been referred to as “time 
blocking,” where you reserve blocks of time in a weekly schedule. In USU 1020, we have 
students complete a weekly planning calendar to figure out how much time they must work with. 
One-hundred sixty-eight hours surprises students because they realize they have more time than 
they thought. We encourage students to make sure they have blank space in their week for 
unexpected events. The blank space in the schedule gives them margins to operate within. This 
process allows for flexibility to decide the most effective way to use their time. We compare it to 
a doctor’s appointment. You plan to go, but if things come up you can reschedule.  

 

Figure 13.5 

Weekly Planning Calendar  

  Mon  Tues  Wed  Thurs  Fri  Sat  Sun  

6:00 a                

7:00 a                

8:00 a                

9:00 a                

10:00 a                

11:00 a                

12:00 p                

1:00 p                

2:00 p                

2:30 p                

3:00 p                

4:00 p                
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5:00 p                

6:00 p                

7:00 p                

8:00 p                

9:00 p                

10:00 p                

11:00 p                

Note. From Utah State University (n.d.-d). 

 

WOOP Goals  
There is a goal-setting method called “WOOP,” which stands for wish, outcome, 

obstacle, and plan, that we assign to our students each week. Gabriele Oettingen (2015) shares 
this method in her book Rethinking Positive Thinking. Setting goals in this method helps manage 
impulsivity by thinking through the reasons why students want to achieve this wish and what 
outcomes it will provide. It also makes one determine the obstacles that stand in the way of the 
wish. (These can be the impulsive things that capture our attention like phone notifications or 
distractions.) Then students develop a plan to address the obstacle. Establishing either the same 
or a new WOOP goal each week helps students to be persistent in focusing on the thing they are 
trying to achieve. The class sets up accountability groups to keep everyone on track for the goals 
they have set. They can be intentional about which behaviors will make the biggest difference in 
their college success. 

There are various ways that we encourage students to take this assignment as seriously as 
possible. If students turn in the same WOOP goal weekly, for instance, we encourage them to 
find a way to adjust the plan. Maybe the obstacle they reported is not addressing the underlying 
issue that is preventing them from achieving their goal. This helps them to think flexibly. In the 
online class we share #awards in the discussion forum after students report their progress. This is 
a great space to celebrate progress, share ideas, and empathize with each other. If the only 
progress made was writing it down, it can still earn a “#MostPotential” award. See Figure 13.6 
for an example of a WOOP Goals assignment: 

 

Figure 13.6 

WOOP Goals Template 

WOOP Description of Student Task 

Wish Think about the next week or two: What is the dearest wish, having 
to do with your college success, you would like to fulfill? Pick a 
wish that feels challenging to you but that you can reasonably 
fulfill within the next week. 
 
Write your wish in 3–6 words. 

Outcome What would be the best thing, the best outcome about fulfilling 
your wish? How would fulfilling your wish make you feel? 
 
Note your best outcome in 3–6 words. 
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Obstacle What is it within you that holds you back from fulfilling your wish? 
What might stop you? Emotion? Irrational belief? Bad habit? Think 
more deeply—what is it really?  
 
Note your main inner obstacle in 3–6 words. 

Plan What can you do to overcome your obstacle? Identify an effective 
action you can take or one effective thought you can think to 
overcome your obstacle. 
 
Note your action or thought in 3–6 words. 

Plan More Make the following plan: 
 
If…(obstacle you named), then I will…(action or thought you 
named). 
 
Fill in the blanks: 
 
If ________________________ then I will _______________ 
 

Note. From Oettingen (n.d.). 
 
Students have reported how successful they feel using this method of goal setting. It allows one 
to dream; however, it encourages a realistic look at the things that hold us back. This small 
adjustment can help students break down the problem and make concrete actions to address the 
issues that stand in their way.  

Witnessing students’ creative approaches to their planning and time management has 
been one of the most rewarding parts of teaching USU 1020. We are inspired by original 
approaches, techniques, or advice shared in class. Time management almost never goes 
according to plan, especially on days we are focusing on that topic! The relief that comes from 
students when they discover or create a system that works for them means they will keep 
planning. They feel like they have greater control over their lives, and their stress levels go 
down. Our own Habits of Mind improve as we have taught this class and seen the positive effects 
in students’ academic and personal lives. This foundational planning course leads students to 
other Habits of Mind courses that explore learning strategies they can directly apply to their 
content-specific coursework. One of those Habits of Mind courses is USU 1060: Reading for 
College Success.  
 

USU 1060 Habits of Mind: Reading for College Success 

Background  
It is important to understand why the expectations professors have of their students’ 

ability to read and dissect a text are not always congruent to the experiences and ability students 
possess at the start of college. Many people believe students should already know how to read 
critically upon their arrival to college (Bosley, 2008). Yet, the reality across many universities is 
that students are not reading (Sutherland & Incera, 2021). While increased demands on students’ 
time, such as having to work and taking care of loved ones, may factor into a student choosing 
not to read, another ingredient worth noting is a lack of knowing how to approach a college-level 
text. 
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During the spring semester of 2017, the City University of New York (CUNY) conducted 
30 undergraduate student interviews. While interviewing students, the following was noted: 
university students “seemed embarrassed when asked whether they sought support with 
challenging reading assignments. Students…have internalized that reading is something they 
should know how to do already” (Smale, 2020, p. 6).  

In Skim, Dive, Surface, Cohn (2021) reflected on her own experience as an undergraduate 
trying to complete more difficult reading assignments. She shared:  
 

My confidence was shaken, I realized that I could no longer read well. I had to 
learn to read all over again. I know I was not alone in this struggle, but at the 
time, I felt very alone. No one talked about reading academic texts at the college 
or graduate school level. In fact, the last time I had even thought about reading 
comprehension was during high school, and even then, the conversation was 
cursory at best. The assumption remained that we would figure out how to read 
challenging texts on our own (p. 2).  

 
Cohn’s assumption is supported by the fact that most college professors do not explicitly teach 
reading skills (Bosley, 2016; Sutherland & Incera, 2021). When the embarrassment surrounding 
a lack of reading skills is combined with hidden expectations without support, the result is a 
student who feels alone and overwhelmed. They do not know how to read effectively or who to 
ask for help. USU 1060 exists to directly address this problem by offering students explicit 
reading instruction. 

As instructors and learning specialists, we have a shared saying: “Students don’t know 
what they don’t know.” This is especially apparent in the realm of reading, which is why we 
have our students read “Twelve Dubious Assumptions About Reading at University” by Roberts 
and Hamilton (2021). Students read this during the first week of USU 1060. The reading dispels 
many of the assumptions held by students about reading in college. Common assumptions 
include but are not limited to: 

 
1. Students must read everything they are assigned to read (if they skip something they 

will miss something valuable). 
2. Students need to remember everything they read.  
3. Students should read first then write when completing assignments.  
4. Students need to be fast readers.  
5. Students need to understand everything they read.  

 
While the assumptions listed above seem intuitive, the truth is college students have the 

same constraint and affordance of any given reader, which in most cases is that they have limited 
time. Therefore, the key to effective reading often lies in selective reading or knowing how to 
discern which readings or sections of a reading offer the most valuable information to a student. 
The art of becoming a strategic reader has no shortcut, and we have taken various approaches to 
teach reading at the university level. The Habits of Mind framework is the most recent approach 
we have taken in our courses.  

The Habits of Mind of managing impulsivity, persisting, and thinking flexibly (Costa & 
Kallick, 2008), as discussed in the time-management skills section of this chapter, benefit readers 
just as they do planners. Readers must manage impulsivity, beginning with eliminating 
distractions and finding an optimal environment where they can read. To persist, readers need a 
clear purpose for why they are reading. They can benefit by asking questions before, during, and 
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after reading a text. Finally, university readers are required to move beyond mere comprehension 
of a text and toward knowledge creation. This happens when readers can make connections to 
the text and understand the perspectives of others in discussing any given reading.  

We will now provide examples of assignments and approaches we have used in our 
Habits of Mind reading classes to help students hone these three Habits of Mind of managing 
impulsivity, persisting, and thinking flexibly.  

 

Managing Impulsivity 
Managing impulsivity in the context of reading consists of “goal directed self-imposed 

delay of gratification” or “the ability to deny impulse in the service of a goal” (Costa & Kallick, 
2008). There is an increasing number of students taking our reading courses who suffer from 
attention deficit disorders (ADD) and dyslexia. These learning difficulties pose notable 
challenges to our students, and we believe the reading strategies we teach help these students. 
We also partner with USU’s Disability Resource Center (DRC) and encourage students to seek 
their services. The DRC can provide individual accommodations and additional resources and 
support to serve neurodivergent students.  

The ability to manage impulsivity applies to all learners, especially in our technology-
saturated age where it is common for students to read from the same devices that vie for their 
attention via text messages, entertainment, news, social media, and appealing alerts. The 
techniques of chunking and interleaving are ways we aim to incentivize students to manage 
impulsivity in USU 1060.  

 

Chunking Techniques 
 Breaking down a large reading assignment into smaller reading chunks has benefited 
many of our students. Approaches such as the Pomodoro technique, where students set a timer 
and read for a designated amount of time before taking a break, can help students get more out of 
their reading by giving them time to absorb what they are reading instead of just having their 
eyes glaze over page after page. Chunking can also prove useful by designating a specific 
amount of time when students will set aside distractions to focus on reading.  

In Myth of Multitasking, Crenshaw (2008) explains how humans are less efficient and 
more prone to mistakes and feeling stressed when they engage in what he refers to as “switch-
tasking” (or attempting to simultaneously do two or more things that require our attention at the 
same time). This holds true for reading. A student is far better off to read for 10 to 15 minutes 
before taking a break to scroll social media or respond to a book or academic article. If they send 
text messages while “reading” a textbook chapter, their time will be wasted, as their attention 
will be divided.  
 

Interleave Reading 
Agarwal and Brown (2019) and Brown et al. (2018) explain the learning strategy of 

interleaving in their respective works. Interleaving is mixing up topics, which challenges 
students to compare, contrast, and discriminate the information they are learning (Agarwal & 
Brown, 2019).  

Interleaving can apply to college reading. When students complain that their assigned 
course readings are boring, we invite them to read one course reading for 10 to 15 minutes and to 
then switch over to a course reading from a different class to read for an additional 10 to 20 
minutes. Remarkably, studies have shown that our brains internalize more of what we read when 
we interleave our information consumption (Brown et al., 2018; Agarwal & Bain, 2019). It also 
becomes easier to pay attention when we are curious about what we are reading (Lang, 2020). A 
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student forcing themselves to read a 30-page journal article will undoubtably lose interest after 
about 10 minutes if they find the article to be uninteresting. On average this is how long we can 
pay attention to something (Medina, 2008). Persistence, then, becomes a Habit of Mind that 
students must cultivate as they work their way through college coursework.  

 

Persisting 
 Persisting in terms of reading entails igniting one’s curiosity in a text and harnessing 
interest toward what they are reading. Three ways we have helped students to persist in their 
assigned course readings are: having a purpose and asking questions; using a “Chain 
Discussion”; and completing a weekly reading conversation journal.  
 

Having a Purpose and Asking Questions 
 In How to Read a Book, Adler and Van Doren (1972) emphasize that to read actively, a 
person must have a reason for reading. In addition to having a reason to read, they must also feel 
compelled to ask questions. Identifying a reason for reading ignites the purpose and motivation 
behind absorbing that information. If a student’s sole purpose for reading is that their professor 
assigned them to read something, their understanding of a text will be limited. Contrast this with 
having a clearly defined purpose, such as “We are looking at the cardiovascular system of a pig 
to better understand how valves of the human heart work in the example of dissection.”  

Asking questions is another way for students to persist with reading. Some questions 
students may ask include: What does my professor want me to take away from this reading? 
What do I want to get out of this reading? By asking these questions before tackling any text, 
students will be guided in their reading, and it will become more relevant to them. Asking 
questions helps students get more from their reading. As instructors, we can model reading 
portions of the assigned text with examples of what we do before, during, and after our reading 
practice.  

 

Chain Discussion Format  
Online discussions in college challenge students to think more broadly about course 

readings or topics. Unfortunately, our experience with online discussions is that they have 
become a checklist item for students to complete without a lot of thought put into posts and 
responses. We have sought to change this, largely by developing a “Chain Discussion” approach 
that makes online discussions more meaningful for students. 

The Chain Discussion format seeks to encourage students to persist in their reading by 
giving them something novel to consider in their discussion of a text. Lang (2020) reminds us 
that we do not simply notice novelty “but we actively seek it out” (p. 11). The Chain Discussion 
format is also an attempt to discourage “online discussion happy hour” where the final hour 
before the discussion closes becomes the liveliest. It has been our experience that most students’ 
first and only engagement in online discussions takes place in this hour. 

The Chain Discussion serves to meet the needs of both the students and the instructor. 
Students, especially those taking an online asynchronous course, are time conscientious and want 
to participate in an online discussion efficiently, which to them is going to the discussion board 
once. Instructors, however, want students to persist in their online engagement.  

Students in our online section of USU 1060 demonstrated persistence and anonymously 
reported having positive experiences with this new discussion format in their end-of-the-
semester evaluations. Here is a step-by-step overview of how our Chain Discussion works: 
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1. The instructor posts three discussion questions to the online discussion related to the 
topic or reading. 

2. The first student who posts to the online discussion board chooses to respond to one of 
the three questions. They restate the question in bold. Then they respond to the question 
in regular type. Last, they add an original question in bold, to which the next student to 
the discussion board will respond.  

3. The second student who posts to the discussion will then read everything that has been 
posted but only reply to the new question posed by the first student. They restate the 
question in bold, add their response in regular type, and then offer an original question to 
which the next student responds.  

4. This cycle continues until we reach the final student.  
 

There are inherent incentives in place with this format to encourage students to visit the 
discussion early. The first responder chooses between three questions, whereas all other students 
only have their choice of question by selecting when they respond. If a student is unsure how to 
respond or does not like the most recent question posed by one of their peers, they can always 
delay posting to the discussion board in hopes that when they revisit later, someone else has 
posted a new question to respond to. Students who wait to engage in the discussion until the end 
have more to read, too, to ensure they are not repeating or recycling a question already asked in 
the discussion.  

 

Weekly Conversation Journal 
The weekly conversation journal is an opportunity for students to make connections to a 

text and to share their reaction to a reading. It is not intended for them to summarize or merely 
recap what they read to the instructor. While this might seem basic, the results have been 
significant among our students. They persist because it invites them to think critically about a 
text and formulate their own ideas as opposed to just reading with the end goal in mind of 
regurgitating the information on a paper or test. When students think about what they read, make 
connections between the text and what they know, find application for their lives, and reflect on 
ideas or experiences presented by the author, they are more likely to persist in their reading 
because it was inherently valuable to them.  

We allow students a choice in how they submit their weekly reading conversation 
journals (i.e., written, audio, or video format). Giving students a say in how they submit this 
assignment helps them persist because there is freedom in choosing how they react to the text. 

 

Thinking Flexibly 
Thinking flexibly refers to “being able to change perspectives, generating alternatives, 

considering options” (Costa & Kallick, 2008). The following assignments are just two ways we 
have tried to help students think more flexibly about their reading. These assignments call for 
students to complete social annotations and create their own reading responses. 

 

Social Annotations 
Social annotations are an interactive way to have students annotate a text while seeing the 

annotations of their peers. There are different platforms available for social annotations, many of 
which can be added as extensions within a learning-management system (LMS). At USU, we use 
Canvas as our LMS, and the social annotation tool we have is Hypothes.is. To use Hypothes.is, 
the instructor uploads a PDF of the assigned text within the extension tool. Students can then 
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access it as an assignment in Canvas. Students can highlight text, add comments, and see the 
highlights and comments of others on the PDF, all within the LMS. 
 A collectively annotated text helps students consider the perspectives of others as they 
respond to questions their peers pose regarding the assigned reading. Unlike reading responses 
where instructors guide students, social annotation allows students to determine what parts of the 
text they found interesting, useful, and important. In this sense, students become active drivers of 
what is discussed about a text. Students produce questions to post and generate comments in 
response to their peers.  
 

Create Your Own Reading Response  
 A reading response is a list of questions about a reading made by the instructor that 
students complete to help them remember the text before coming to class, discussing the reading, 
or writing about what they gleaned from the text. Reading responses are a basic way to guide 
students through an assigned reading and something that we use in USU 1060.  

Once a student becomes acquainted with the process of asking questions before, while, 
and after they read, we like to have them create their own reading response questions to go with 
an assigned course reading. They think about the questions they would ask in response to a 
chapter or assigned text. Then they produce both the questions and responses, moving up 
Bloom’s taxonomy of learning as they become innovators who create reading response 
questions. 

 

Conclusion 
 Thinking flexibly, persisting, and managing impulsivity are the three Habits of Mind we 
have chosen to highlight through our experiences teaching USU 1020 and USU 1060. In many 
ways, Habits of Mind address the hidden curriculum of college and point to the notion mentioned 
previously that “students don’t know what they don’t know.” As experienced instructors and 
dedicated researchers in different fields, it becomes easy for us to acquire blind spots. By 
increasing one’s awareness of Habits of Mind and how we can best help our students cultivate 
these habits, we will see students succeed. As their academic achievement soars, we will find 
that students can not only contribute to our classrooms but also be key players and leaders within 
society.  

After her midterm, Ana decided to enroll in Habits of Mind courses. While taking these 
courses, she applied strategies to help her plan out study time and to understand her assigned 
course readings. She engaged in these classes because she knew the strategies would help her 
become a more active and intentional student. Ana was able to manage her impulsivity and get 
the most out of her study sessions. She felt more confident entering her next exam. Her plan was 
made carefully, and she persisted in her classes, trusting that the Habits of Mind she developed 
would help her succeed. She was able to think flexibly and to become a strategic reader. She 
identified questions to bring to class so she could clarify certain points and deepen her 
understanding of readings. Because of her dedication to becoming a better learner, Ana feels a 
lot better about her experience in college. She has since graduated, having engaged in the Habits 
of Mind that lead to academic success.   
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Chapter 14  

How Instructors Can Help Students Embrace a Growth Mindset:  

The Importance of Applying Theory to Practice 

Antje R. H. Graul and Ayse Sapci7 
 

In today’s educational system, it is more important than ever to set students up for 
success in their future careers and professional development. “I really liked how the classes were 
more than lectures,” wrote one student in a recent course evaluation. But how can classes be 
more than “just” lectures? And how can a growth mindset be implemented to prepare students 
for their future careers? While many courses lend themselves well to teaching applicable skills, 
instructors assigned to theory-based courses often feel challenged to convey the importance of 
understanding the theory—or the usefulness of theoretical frameworks—to their students.  

This chapter examines how teaching theory in higher education can achieve high learning 
outcomes and contribute to the development of practical skills in the context of developing 
important Habits of Mind for the student. This is of particular relevance as business leaders 
worldwide emphasize the importance of skills such as learning and adaptability. For example, 
Bill Gates, co-founder of Microsoft, challenges assumptions by stating, “Once you embrace 
unpleasant news not as negative but as evidence of a need for change, you aren’t defeated by it. 
You’re learning from it.” Likewise, Jeff Bezos, chairman and founder of Amazon, emphasizes the 
importance of learning and re-learning through making mistakes. Bezos believes that “if you’re not 
stubborn, you’ll give up on experiments too soon. And if you’re not flexible, you’ll pound your 
head against the wall and you won’t see a different solution to a problem you’re trying to solve.”  

We start by reviewing the revised version of Bloom’s Taxonomy (Anderson & 
Krathwohl, 2001), which distinguishes six cognitive, affective, and psychomotor domains: 
remember, understand, apply, analyze, evaluate, and create. We reflect on these domains to 
encourage instructors to rethink how engaging assignments can be designed. Next, we discuss 
the importance of developing a growth mindset in higher education and how application can help 
engage with three specific Habits of Mind—applying past knowledge to new situations, thinking 
independently, and thinking flexibly—by using new information to challenge the way students 
think. We draw on two specific classes, Intermediate Macroeconomics and Sustainability 
Marketing, taught in the Huntsman Business School, to illustrate how instructors can guide the 
application of theory to practice and how it plays an important role in shaping students’ Habits of 
Mind. We conclude by reflecting on the importance of students’ ability to learn, apply, adapt, 
and grow as a determining factor in their future careers and how our classes can help them 
achieve these abilities.  

 

Review of Bloom’s Taxonomy in the Context of Higher Education 
Bloom’s Taxonomy received considerable recognition, both nationally and 

internationally, after its introduction at United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO) and Organization for Economic Corporation and Development 
(OECD) seminars. After its inception, universities used the taxonomy broadly as a basis for 
curriculum analysis, test construction, and data summary (Lewy & Bathory, 1994). The 
taxonomy distinguishes six cognitive processes in attaining educational goals: remembering, 
understanding, applying, analyzing, evaluating, and creating (Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001). 
While general education instructors have made great strides in incorporating Bloom’s Taxonomy 

 
7 Both authors equally contributed to this chapter, including planning, writing, analyses, and discussion. 
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into their teaching, those teaching abstract-theory-based courses often feel challenged in how to 
move up Bloom’s hierarchy of learning. For example, covering content in class that can be 
remembered and understood by students often seems more achievable to instructors than 
preparing students to successfully apply and analyze the covered material. To achieve the two 
highest pillars of Bloom’s taxonomy, namely evaluating and creating, instructors feel challenged 
to obtain those goals, especially in a lecture type of format. 

To better introduce the concept in a university context, we would like to illustrate an 
example from Krathwohl (2002), who explains how these six domains can be applied to the field 
of economics, specifically using terms from macroeconomics. In a 4000-level macroeconomics 
class, for instance, the first step of “remembering” would require students to recollect the 
definitions of aggregate supply and demand and the factors that might shift them. In the 
“understanding” step, students should be able to restate the idea of supply and demand in their 
own words and offer an example of the concept. Students can achieve the “applying” stage if 
they can apply the laws of aggregate demand and supply in different situations. The fourth 
cognitive stage, “analyzing,” requires students to look at the pieces of the theory (for this theory, 
they would include specifics such as a demand curve, supply curve, prices, and production) and 
to understand the big picture by putting them together. Continuing the example, students should 
be able to use the law of aggregate demand and supply to explain what could happen to the 
aggregate economy if the Federal Reserve increases interest rates while Congress increases fiscal 
spending. The “evaluating” stage requires students to critique the idea in the theories based on 
their own views. Students can only achieve the final stage of “creating” if they recognize the 
parts of the supply and demand theory in other situations and develop a new theory to explain it. 
While reaching the “creating” level would be beyond the scope of a 4000-level macroeconomics 
course, in a graduate-level course, students can create a new model to explain the high inflation 
rate that we observe in the economy.  

There are some creative examples in economics and business classes where researchers 
introduce strategies to implement Bloom’s taxonomy. Deal and Hegde (2013), for instance, 
introduce a teaching method to get higher levels of learning by using a popular sitcom (Seinfeld) 
to explain the hardest concepts of economics. Zapalska et al. (2018) proposes an instructional 
framework using Bloom’s Taxonomy to advance the critical thinking skills of students in 
business education. To quantify the importance of introducing Bloom’s Taxonomy into higher 
learning in economics, Octoria et al. (2016) conducted a comprehensive experiment where they 
explored ways to improve the cognitive competencies of students. They found that prior to 
implementing Bloom’s Taxonomy, 67% of the students had a final score of less than 85. After 
the treatment, 88% of the students earned a score of at least 85.  

Despite the importance of the taxonomy in economics and business education, Hampton 
et al. (1993) find that 87% of the multiple-choice questions used in management and 65% used 
in marketing classes only measure the lower level of the taxonomy (knowledge) and do not 
achieve the higher steps of learning. In a more recent study, Watts and Schaur (2011) show that 
83% of instruction in introductory economics classes is done through the traditional lecture 
format (“chalk and talk”), which is not considered student-centered. They further show that 
experiments, games, and simulations are almost never used in any economics classes, 
particularly in upper-level classes. While student-to-student discussions and cooperative learning 
are rare in all economics courses, instructor–student discussions only account for 49.5% of 
courses.  
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As business school instructors, we need to tap into the higher levels of learning more 
effectively to allow students to carry their knowledge to the future and increase important Habits 
of Mind, including applying past knowledge to new situations, thinking independently, and 
thinking flexibly. Particularly, the development of those important skills aligns with the higher 
levels of Bloom’s Taxonomy. The higher-level skills of analyzing, evaluating, and creating 
require students to develop the Habits of Mind to apply the knowledge they have understood to a 
novel situation, thus taking achieved learning from the second level of Bloom’s taxonomy to the 
higher level order. At the same time, this process asks students to not only apply past knowledge 
but think flexibly and independently. Thus, these key Habits of Mind are crucial to help students 
to further facilitate learning in the classroom.  

Developing a Growth Mindset  

In theory-driven business or economics classes, applying theory to practice is key to 
achieve higher level learning skills and student success. Not only do assignments that apply 
theory to practice allow students to feel more connected to the class material but they also build 
students’ confidence in applying them to current developments and real-world situations. This 
can be viewed as a skill of metacognition that goes beyond the immediate applicability in these 
classes to students’ everyday lives. Specifically, the extent to which students build such 
confidence and view their own intelligence as improvable has been demonstrated to be an 
important mindset that impacts academic success (Limeri et al., 2020). Thus, the development of 
a growth mindset can be viewed as a Habit of Mind for student success, as it fosters students’ 
reflection and thinking about their thought processes.  

The idea of developing a growth mindset entails the assumption that a student’s mindset 
is constituted of specific beliefs and assumptions held by the individual (Sahagun et al., 2021), 
which in turn are important guides on how the individual views themself and approaches certain 
situations (Dweck, 2016). While growth mindset research is still in its infancy (Claro et al., 
2016), research has started to understand the importance for a growth mindset pedagogy in 
higher education. Sahagun et al. (2021) suggest an important distinction based on mindset theory 
that consequently affects how students approach learning and progress in the classroom. It is 
proposed that students with a growth mindset can be seen as “individuals who believe attributes 
can be improved set goals measured by learning,” whereas other students would, in contrast, be 
classified as “individuals who believe personal attributes are fixed and innate set goals measured 
by performance.” While mindsets were found to develop and evolve during the first year of 
higher education studies (Limeri et al., 2020), it is important to note that the activation of the 
right mindset is a determining factor to set students up for academic and future success 
(Gollwitzer & Keller, 2016). A study involving a pretest-posttest control group design of 17 
undergraduate sections supported this assumption. Undergraduates that were in sections 
featuring a growth-mindset teaching pedagogy increased their growth-mindset beliefs by 3.44%, 
and their fixed-mindset beliefs decreased by 3.48% (Sahagun et al., 2021). 

Dweck (2014) suggests that the qualities of a growth mindset directly translate into 
business and marketing careers, where failure can occur. Consequently, a teaching approach that 
allows for trial and error as a learning tool and offers students the ability to improve and re-learn 
without fear of “being wrong” is key to building their growth mindset as a Habit of Mind 
(Dweck, 2008). A study conducted among 875 upper-level STEM students found that choosing 
the right pedagogy may even benefit students by creating a positive feedback loop between their 
mindset and their academic performance (Limeri et al., 2020). This growth mindset is 
particularly important to the younger generation of college students. Together, our students’ 
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ability to learn, apply, adapt, and grow will be a determining factor in their academic and future 
careers. Those skills reflect the importance of three Habits of Mind: applying past knowledge to 
new situations, thinking independently, and thinking flexibly. Next, we will discuss the 
importance of application to achieve these Habits of Mind.  

The Importance of Application in Higher Education 

Together with the idea of developing a growth mindset comes the need to incorporate 
opportunities for application into the classroom. Applications and case studies allow students to 
make decisions like real-world scenarios in a safe environment, feel empowered to build 
confidence for decision making, and learn from errors made by themselves or others when 
applying theory to practice. Instructors of theory-driven classes, however, may struggle to 
incorporate a growth mindset as a Habit of Mind. Pühringer and Bäuerle (2019), for example, 
conducted a study to understand the view of economics students on what is missing in their 
education. The researchers found that while economics students enter the major with a great 
motivation to deal with real-world problems, they end up disappointed after introductory courses 
because of their heavy reliance on mathematical and theoretical methods. In other words, 
students are upset about the teaching methodologies in economics being based on remembering 
and understanding. 

Economics, however, is not the only discipline that struggles to create real-world 
applications. This can be seen across multiple fields from the social sciences and the humanities 
and in STEM courses. Whitelegg and Parry (1999) argue that the lack of real-world connections 
to physics theory is one of the largest contributors to the decline of students pursuing physics 
education. While science and engineering classes may struggle to incorporate application in 
theory-loaden curriculums, some have the advantage of being able to integrate advanced 
technology. Specifically, augmented reality (AR) technologies gained momentum in science and 
engineering education. AR is the integration of the real world with digital work, creating realistic 
experiences for students. Wang et al. (2014) applied an AR-based simulation system to a 
collaborative inquiry-based learning activity in a science course and found that AR-based 
simulation can commit the students to the inquiry activity more thoroughly. Similarly, Hwang et 
al. (2016) show that a competitive gaming approach to support augmented reality is effective in 
learning. They conducted an experiment in an elementary school ecology course and found that 
this experiential learning through augmented reality can improve students’ learning attitudes and 
their performance. AR-based simulations or games are particularly important to create an 
environment that allows students to make mistakes, overcome challenges, and learn from their 
experiences, which essentially creates a growth mindset that stimulates success. 

Business school curriculum focuses on balancing the academic side of the business and the 
practitioner side, but it is evident that a challenge for instructors at business schools is the tension 
between academic rigor and real-world relevance. Business students must practice applying past 
knowledge to new situations, thinking independently, thinking about their thinking 
(metacognition), and thinking flexibly in a variety of scenarios. In their first century of existence, 
business schools were criticized for lacking academic rigor and were simply seen as trade 
schools, whereas in their second century, they have been seen as lacking relevance to the 
business world (Clinebell & Clinebell, 2008). Therefore, as highlighted by Clinebell and 
Clinebell (2008), business schools have been focusing on adding real-world experiences to their 
curricula.  

McHann and Frost (2010) identify that a business’s ability to implement and execute 
strategic plans is key to success, and business failure to execute strategies may arise from “the 
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ubiquitous incapacity of business professionals to overcome the gap between what they know 
and what they are actually able to do” (McHann & Frost, 2010; Pfeffer & Sutton, 2000). One 
example of how instructors aim to close this gap is by incorporating opportunities into a class 
that allows students to practice the application of theories through case studies from the “real 
world” to help theories come alive for students. It was found that across universities in the 
United States, case studies represent one of the most popular teaching methods in business 
schools to foster experiential learning (McCarthy & McCarthy, 2010) and to teach students the 
right Habits of Mind for their future careers.  

In the following, we review two specific examples from the Huntsman Business School to 
evaluate how the application of theory can allow students to practice applying past knowledge to 
new situations, independent thinking, and flexible thinking while encouraging a growth mindset 
and the development of transferable skills. 

Incorporating Application into the Business School Curriculum 

To illustrate approaches to teaching Habits of Mind related to applying past knowledge to 
new situations, thinking independently, and thinking flexibly when using real-world scenarios, 
we first discuss Intermediate Macroeconomics. Despite the theoretical nature of the class, the 
instructor uses current news and integrates that information into an assignment. Students then use 
class material to analyze and judge the policies that are conducted or economic situations that 
arise from expected or unexpected events. Student feedback highlights the success of the 
assignment in demonstrating students’ increased ability to think independently and flexibly as an 
important Habit of Mind.  

Second, Sustainability Marketing is discussed. For this example, we narrate how a case 
study was used to nudge students to apply a theoretical framework covered in class to develop 
managerial strategies for successful stakeholder management. Putting students into the 
perspective of the main decision maker and allowing them to develop their own managerial 
strategies based on theory learned elevated their level of reflection and confidence in applying 
class material to the real world. This allowed students to engage with the important Habits of 
Mind of persisting and thinking independently. 

 

Class Example 1: Intermediate Macroeconomics 

 Intermediate Macroeconomics is a core theory class required of all economics majors. 
While the class generally attracts juniors and seniors, recently there have been increasingly more 
sophomores, which creates diversity in students’ exposure to economics. Students’ interests in 
macroeconomics prior to taking the class are generally mixed since it is a required class rather 
than an elective. The class is offered every semester in the Economics and Finance Department 
of the Huntsman Business School.  

  Theory. Macroeconomics is the study of the economy at the aggregate level. While 
microeconomists study the supply and demand for specific goods, macroeconomists use 
aggregate demand and aggregate supply to study the determination of national income, 
employment, inflation, and interest rates. Macroeconomists construct theoretical models to 
explain what we observe in the data. In this class, students specifically learn the theory of labor 
market, asset market, and goods market as well as general equilibrium models such as IS-LM 
and AD-AS frameworks to study the functioning of the aggregate economy.  
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Application. While Intermediate Macroeconomics is naturally theory-heavy, the 
instructor introduced a “news report” assignment to reinforce the connection between the real 
world and macroeconomic theory. For this assignment, students analyze recent news using the 
theory they learn in class and write a report about them biweekly. For instance, one potential 
report could be about explaining the reasons for the current high inflation by analyzing each 
individual shock (such as supply disruptions observed during the pandemic, stimulus checks) 
using the general equilibrium models learned in class.  

Implications. This news report assignment helps achieve higher metacognitive learning 
strategies based on the Habits of Mind of thinking independently and flexibly in multiple ways. 
First, students are required to remember the macroeconomic concepts and understand them to be 
able to pick an event and match it to the appropriate topic. Second, they not only directly apply 
the theory by analyzing real-world events but also evaluate and critique what they find using 
their own views. The last step in the taxonomy, create, would not be feasible to achieve in a class 
like Intermediate Macroeconomics, since students are not equipped to create new theories. 
However, they can match multiple pieces of existing theory to create a coherent explanation of 
complicated economic events.  

This assignment also allows students to develop a growth mindset based on further 
expanding their Habits of Mind. First and foremost, students apply past knowledge to new 
situations as they need to find a new economic event that was not covered in class to analyze. 
Second, students need to persist to complete the analysis, as it is often hard to find the right tool 
to explain the economic event. Students may need to try a few approaches to land on the right 
tool. They also need to think flexibly, because economic events can be buried under political 
interests and may be hard to interpret given students’ own beliefs. This assignment also allows 
students to question and pose problems by forcing them to think deeply. Students are required to 
question and criticize the economic policies that they are analyzing, while they think and 
communicate with clarity and precision in their reports. All these Habits of Mind encourage the 
development of soft skills that are essential for the success of students’ future careers.  

Student Feedback. The assignment was introduced in spring 2019, which has allowed the 
instructor the opportunity to compare student evaluations before the introduction of the 
assignment in fall 2018 and after its introduction in spring 2019. While the students had 
overwhelmingly positive evaluations of the class in fall 2018, they rarely mention the application 
of theory to the real world as a strength of the class. For instance, one student mentioned the 
following: “I thought that Professor Sapci did a great job of teaching the material. She gave great 
examples and explained the coursework in a simple yet effective manner.” Another student 
wrote, “I feel like Prof. Sapci was very focused on answering questions and helping students 
succeed. She used a lot of examples in class teaching to help us understand how to apply models 
and theories. She wanted everyone to succeed.”  

After the introduction of the news report in spring 2019, students’ perspectives in 
evaluations completely changed and focused on how much they loved the application aspect of 
the theory. To provide context, in fall 2018, only 17% of students mentioned the application of 
theory as one of the strengths of the course. After the introduction of the news report assignment, 
this ratio increased to 64%. Students also emphasized the news reports assignment in their 
evaluations. For instance, one student wrote, “News reports are great!” Another mentioned that 
“Professor Sapci made this class very interesting, she brought real-world examples for us to 
apply the principles that we were learning…The news reports were exceptional as it gave a really 
opportunity to apply what we had learned.” Another student penned: “I really liked the news 
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reports. They made the material real and applicable. I also liked the teaching style of always 
relating theory back to events or applying the theory to the real world.”  

After emphasizing application, some students mentioned metacognitive and soft skills 
that they acquired from the class. For instance, one student wrote, “I learned a lot and my level 
of confidence has grown. I was also comfortable participating in the class.” And another student 
declared:  

Professor Sapci has been my favorite professor that I've taken a class from in my 
three years at USU. She has made learning these complex ideas very manageable 
and has really developed my love of economics. I came into this class not sure 
what I wanted to do with my life, but now I know that I want to be an economist. 
I can’t overstate how positive an impact Professor Sapci has had on my learning 
experience. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to continue pursuing higher education, but 
she has helped me to understand that this is the best path for me.  

As these student evaluations show, incorporating real-life applications of theory into the 
classroom not only helps students achieve a higher learning level in Bloom’s Taxonomy but also 
helps them gain important Habits of Mind that they will carry to the future. 

 

Class Example 2: Sustainability Marketing 

Background. The instructor teaches Sustainability Marketing in the Business School 
regularly. The course targets students who are passionate about understanding and applying key 
marketing concepts to leading sustainability topics, including green marketing, sustainable 
transportation, collaborative consumption, and clean energy.  

Theory. In the context of sustainability marketing, successful stakeholder management is 
crucial from a business perspective. Thus, a theoretical framework for stakeholder management 
is introduced in class. The framework incorporates an approach to classifying stakeholders based 
on their level of power, urgency, and legitimacy in the context of a given situation. The theory 
suggests that any given stakeholder can entail high or low levels of power, urgency, and 
legitimacy simultaneously. Based on this approach, stakeholders can be classified into nine 
different groups. The theoretical classification represents the basis for selecting the appropriate 
management strategy to address the stakeholders’ needs in the next step. 

Application. Sustainability marketing is a dynamic and demanding environment for 
corporations to operate in. The case study application involves a group work project on a 
selected case study to identify relevant stakeholders for the corporation and to analyze their role 
and relationship to the corporation about the theoretical principles and frameworks reviewed in 
class. This specific assignment is implemented with the goal to have students engage with the 
two important Habits of Mind—persisting and thinking independently. Specifically, the Harvard 
Business Publishing case study “Tender Greens: Can They Keep the ‘Green’ Promise in Beef 
Sourcing?” is used. The purpose of the stakeholder strategy project is to give students practical 
experience with identifying relevant stakeholders and classifying their importance. The publisher 
identifies this as an important learning objective within the instructor materials, stating that 
students will “understand how decisions can be made when multiple stakeholders are involved, 
each with their own unique perspective, and how a company can balance and assign relative 
importance to different stakeholder groups when making decisions.” Through the correct 
assessment of the influence of stakeholder needs in a given situation, corporations can gain a 
competitive advantage in the marketplace by successfully managing stakeholders. By completing 
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the assignment, students develop higher level learning skills that are transferrable to their future 
careers. 

Implications. This case study assignment asks students to think independently and 
practice persistence by identifying ways in which they can apply the theoretical framework 
covered in class to a real-world scenario that is presented in the Harvard Business Publishing 
case study. It is important to engage with Habits of Mind to promote equity, to practice the 
transfer of academic skills, and to teach students independence by focusing on skills such as 
critical thinking and building confidence. 

Student feedback. When asked what aspects of the teaching or content of this course students 
felt were especially good, they named “the case studies and overviews” and perceived the 
opportunity of applying theory to practice as positive. It seems that students enjoyed the varying 
instructional methods when stating, “The material is very interesting. Loved the readings and 
cases” or “I really liked how the classes were more than lectures.” Specifically, students enjoyed 
discussing varying opinions among their group members. Some students mentioned that they 
would have appreciated even more time with the case study and discussion in their group (e.g., 
“It was hard to coordinate everyone’s schedules to turnaround and present a group project with 
so many people”). Thus, instructors might want to make additional space for in-group 
discussions in class as well as to reduce group sizes to a minimum in the future.  

Overall, course evaluations suggest that the case study methods helped students understand 
the importance and relevance of the material covered in class. A positive side effect was that the 
case study application allowed students to think about careers in the field, as evidenced in the 
following qualitative comment: “This course helped me realize that there are more places where 
I can seek out employment that allow me to exercise my degree while working towards the 
betterment of the environment and I am very grateful for this class because of this.” The ability 
to open students’ minds regarding the applicability of their learning to various real-life scenarios 
and work environments is a unique opportunity that benefits not only their growth mindset but 
also their employability. 

Developing Skills Transferrable to the Job Market 

When reviewing student feedback on both classes, we find evidence for the assumption 
that our assignments helped engage students with important Habits of Mind. Importantly, 
students were able to practice the transfer of academic skills to real-world scenarios by thinking 
interdependently and flexibly and by applying past knowledge to new situations. This experience 
not only helps students develop a growth mindset but it also builds confidence in their abilities to 
apply the learned material. Key Habits of Mind are equally important for the students’ future 
success on the job market. Regarding sustainability, for example, Holdsworth and Sandri (2021) 
suggest that “part of teaching sustainability involves also proving its relevance and legitimacy as 
a subject in a course of study” (p. 2) and emphasizing that a learning process that focuses on 
reflection and problem solving is key to achieving this, demonstrating the importance of a Habits 
of Mind teaching approach.  

Prior literature supports this assumption. Bennett (2002) examined 1,000 job 
advertisements in marketing, general management, finance, and human resource management to 
find frequently listed transferable skills of graduate job applicants. Communication, information 
technology (IT), organization, teamwork, interpersonal, motivation, analytical, self-confidence, 
and numerical skills are specified in over 20% of those advertisements. The study further found 
that while general management jobs focus more on initiative, motivation, and communication 
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skills, marketing adds IT and presentation skills and management adds entrepreneurship to the 
list. Finance jobs are the only ones that insist on numerical and IT skills.  

Conclusion 

In theory-driven business and economics classes, applying theory to practice is key to 
achieving higher level learning. We engage students in practicing important Habits of Mind, 
including applying past knowledge to new situations and interdependent and flexible thinking 
through real-world case studies and assignments. While the goal of introducing our suggested 
assignments is to use higher education stages in Bloom’s Taxonomy, the skills students develop 
can be seen as a skill of metacognition that goes beyond just the immediate applicability in these 
classes to students’ everyday lives and prepares them for success in the future job market. Our 
assignments can promote teamwork, being committed to work, communication, learning, 
adaptability to changes, continuous improvement, organization, and self-confidence skills, along 
with analytical and numerical skills. Together, students who build on those skills become 
confident, and they often view their own intelligence as improvable, a demonstrated mindset that 
impacts academic success (Limeri et al., 2020). 
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Chapter 15 

Leap and the Net Will Appear: 

Risk-Taking and Creative Flexibility in the Face of the Unknown 

Raymond Veon 
 

Risk-taking is a leap into a space that has not been mapped. Who knows where or how you will 
land? Consider the following: 
 

• A student completes a portrait drawing, then cuts it into strips and weaves it into another 
drawing. The result is an intricate yet beautiful image that addresses the complexity of 
identity that viewers can reassemble in multiple ways, beyond the control of the artist. 
The art student had never attempted such a work before. 

• A wall of torn-out book pages that are pinned and collaged together. Most of the words 
on the pages are redacted by marker, paint strokes, ink marks, or by imagery drawn on 
top. Some are burnt and mangled. The remaining words can interact with each other in 
complex ways and with imagery drawn on the pages. Altogether, the work addresses 
human fears and greed. The art student has never attempted such a work before. 

• An installation of suspended life body casts, all made of plaster from female and 
transgender volunteers. Suspended by each body cast is a letter written by each volunteer 
discussing their relationship to their body. The letters explore feelings of fear, shame, 
powerlessness, acceptance, pride, and strength. The art student has never worked with 
nude models nor attempted such a work before. 

 
Each of these descriptions represent types of artwork that students have turned in to me as 
projects for grades. Each represents a student taking a risk in pushing the boundaries of what 
they know and can do. Each took a risk as to what constitutes artwork and in what comprises an 
expressive use of materials. Across nearly four decades of teaching, in both public schools and 
the university, a constant theme students express to me is that they never expected to create the 
kinds of work they end up creating. In most cases, students feel like they have taken a risk but 
have increased confidence in their skills and in applying them to new, uncertain contexts. It is 
noteworthy that I have had these results despite long-term decreases in national creativity 
measures and findings that Generation Z, while highly educated and pragmatic, is more risk-
averse than previous generations (Kim, 2011; Parker & Igielnik, 2020; Reisenwitz, 2021). 

This chapter provides answers to the question, How do we make risk-taking and creative 
flexibility an explicit part of the educational process? Before answering the how, it is important 
to consider the why—Why would we want to make risk-taking an educational outcome?  

 

Why is Risk-Taking Important? 
Critical and creative thought begin with the unknown and unfamiliar, often entailing risk 

(Ludvigsen, 1980; Veon, 2014). We do not feel the need to think creatively or to risk when 
confronting the familiar. In her book on the neuroscience of aesthetic experience, Gabrielle Starr 
writes that art 

 
makes possible the unexpected valuation of objects, ideas, and perceptions and enables 
new configurations of what is known, new frameworks for interpretation, and perhaps 
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even a new willingness to entertain what is strange or to let the familiar and the novel live 
side by side. (Starr, 2015) 

Fostering risk-taking as an outcome has personal and professional benefits for students. 
Risk-taking allows us to expand our intellectual, aesthetic, and emotional horizons. When we 
take risks, we attend more closely and are ready to respond to the unexpected. When the 
unexpected happens, we are ready to respond with the skills we have and improvise if needed. 
Risk-taking is a quality connected to originality and creative thinking (Scheffer et al., 2017). 
Risk teaches us to be resilient and courageous without a preconceived plan or guarantee of 
success. 

I have developed an approach for cultivating risk-taking and creative flexibility that has 
applicability for content areas outside the arts. This approach for developing risk-taking as a 
Habit of Mind is based on my experience as an artist, educator, and administrator, but also on my 
work in creativity theory, open-ended assessment, and as a primary investigator (PI) in large-
scale professional-development studies. It is an approach based on a set of core instructional 
objectives. 

Whether working with in-service arts teachers, preparing new teachers, or teaching future 
artists, my objectives as an instructor remain the same. Risk-taking is embedded in these 
objectives as a mental disposition or Habit of Mind. My instructional objectives for students are: 

 

• risk and reframe by developing imaginative ideas, regardless of medium, by 
producing innovative imagery and exploring the many meanings such images might 
have; 

• question and connect by constructing a framework of strategies for enlarging student 
ideas through questioning existing hierarchies of thinking and seeing (Boden, 1994; 
Radford, 2004); and 

• develop students’ artistic voices and visions through a creative stance, or an approach 
to art making that results in a collection of purposeful, related endeavors (Boden, 
1994; Radford, 2004; Dasgupta, 2008; Veon, 2014). 

 
The entry point that is easiest for students to grasp is the risk and reframe stage, the first 

entry point into creativity. The idea is to present students with challenges that position them to 
reconsider their assumptions, to reframe their ideas from different perspectives, and to jump into 
new ways of working when they are uncertain of the outcome. Over the course of a semester, my 
goal is to move students from the risk and reframe stage toward the other objectives described 
above. This translates into moving students from more structured and defined assignments to 
those that are ill-structured and require increased risk and ownership during the creative process.  

 

Where and When Does Risk-Taking Occur in the Learning Process?  
What is at risk in the learning process? In general, when a student feels fear or 

uncertainty, there is often the perception of risk. While not an exhaustive list, some areas where 
we might expect students to encounter risk include: 

1. Personal expression: Students can be afraid to reveal their values, opinions, and 
interests to those around them, and they might also be leery of exploring sensitive 
themes and issues in their coursework for personal, family, or cultural reasons.  

2. Use of materials, tools, and processes: For some students developing and 
improving their skills takes them out of their comfort zones. For example, in my 
discipline, I have seen students feel threatened by making a drawing from 
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observation. Drawing from observation entails reframing our perceptions and 
methods of problem solving to correspond to what the eye sees, not how the brain 
mentally represents the objects of perception. Each discipline has its own 
materials, tools, and processes, each of which can feel threatening to students. 

3. Self-concept and social status: Another source of risk in the learning process 
comes from the thought, “What will others think?” Students take pride in 
exhibiting their skills regardless of discipline because it makes them feel unique 
or because others find value in what they can produce. In my field, exploring new 
imagery or trying new approaches and media can make a student’s social standing 
seem uncertain. Displaying artwork that does not reflect familial or community 
standards but that aspires to alternate standards a student has come to value as an 
individual artist can lead to unpredictable responses from peers and adults. In 
such cases, a student decides whether the risk is worth the uncertain outcome. 

4. Working at the edge of competencies: Engaging students with challenges that test 
the limits of their abilities to apply knowledge and skill, with appropriate 
guidance, helps students stretch and explore (Hetland et al., 2007). The goal is for 
students to become independent practitioners who can employ their expertise 
outside the context of the classroom. For a generation raised on the clearly 
defined parameters of high-stakes testing, exploring the outside contours of their 
own competencies can feel threatening (Gardner, 2007). 

 
In my discipline, making art is closely associated with human development, individual 

psychology, and cultural meaning (Hetland et al., 2007). We make art to celebrate, to identify 
something as significant, to acquire status, to map ourselves in space and time, to carve out an 
identity, to play, and to develop our capacities to communicate, conceptualize, and feel. Risk can 
occur throughout the art-making process—whether it is avoided or embraced affects the art that 
is made. Likewise, whether students avoid or embrace appropriate risk-taking affects their 
learning in other disciplines, especially for students who are uncomfortable with applying their 
knowledge and skills in unfamiliar contexts. 

 

Developing Appropriate Risk-Taking 
There are three key strategies that I recommend for university instructors to nurture risk-

taking: a) conducting a personal risk-taking inventory; b) making small changes to your teaching, 
such as making risk a valued class behavior or trying dialogic and visual thinking strategies; and 
c) installing risk-taking as a core part of your curriculum. These strategies are not meant as a 
recipe to follow, and they will not work for everyone. I have nevertheless mentored teachers who 
have found these strategies useful and who have used them as a springboard for their own 
strategies for nurturing risk-taking.  

 

Conduct a Personal Risk-Taking Inventory 
If appropriate risk-taking is a Habit of Mind you would like to see in students, start by 

conducting your own personal risk-taking inventory. By reflecting on your own experiences with 
risk-taking, you clarify how this Habit of Mind looks and feels to you. This prepares you to 
guide your students in taking appropriate risks.  

To start a personal risk-taking inventory, recall times when you took a risk. Use the 5Ws 
and 1H model: who was there, what was happening, when and where did it happen, why did you 
take the risk, and how did it feel? Consider your responses at the time you made the risky choice. 
What did you see, hear, and smell? What clothes were you wearing? What did your body feel 
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like? By remembering specific details of your experiences, you will have empathy with your 
students and be prepared to respond to the variety of emotions and concerns they express when 
confronting a risk. 

The goal is not for you to complete a deep self-analysis but to simply recall and register 
the feelings and circumstances that surrounded the times you took risks. Use your awareness of 
these feelings and circumstances as guides to understand your students. 

 
Small Changes to Teaching #1: Tips and Strategies for Helping Students Take Appropriate 
Risks 

I have taught classes in which asking students to take a risk is about as easy as bathing a 
cat. Even adolescents, who are biologically predisposed to take risks, avoid risk-taking in 
classrooms in front of peers (Steinberg, 2007). Nurturing students who take appropriate risks 
involves both teaching and coaching. The following tips can develop risk-taking and are easy to 
implement: 
 

1. Give permission by making risk a value: It is important to tell students they have 
permission to be risk-takers—that it is valued in your classroom. For instance, 
students think they know what “Bravo!” means, so tell them the real story of how 
it was first used in the English-speaking theater. We use the word “Bravo!” as a 
way of saying something is excellent and well-done, but originally it was shouted 
when an actor took a risk by doing something daring on stage to enhance their 
performance. Making risk-taking a value can be as easy as saying “Bravo!” or 
“Brava!” whenever a student takes a chance or tries something new. Even small 
changes to your pedagogy celebrating risk can change the character of a 
classroom for the better.  

2. Model risk-taking: When demonstrating a process or skill, try something new and 
tell students you have not done it before. If it works, everyone has learned 
something new; if not, you have shown students that risk-taking is acceptable by 
normalizing it. When students see your willingness to take risks, they will feel 
safer and more confident that they can take risks, too. 

3. Remind and reinforce: Once is not enough. Actively support and discuss the 
mindset that you want to cultivate. Let the vocabulary of risk-taking become part 
of how you interact with students every day. Examples include saying, “That’s a 
bold move” or “Consider taking a chance as you are working.”  

4. Connect risk-taking to intrinsic motivators: Internal motivations include 
autonomy, belonging, curiosity, mastery, and personal meaning; external 
motivations include public recognition, points, fear of failure, and grades. 
Students engage in activities for intrinsic reasons because they are enjoyable and 
personally satisfying. Creative behavior that leads to exploration, sustained 
engagement, extended problem solving, and risk is driven by internal motivations, 
whereas external rewards have been shown to decrease these behaviors (Kim, 
2011; Veon, 2014). Pay attention to what motivates each group of students and 
look for strategies to connect risk-taking to internal motivators. Tracking risk-
taking can help you reflect on your teaching practice and help your students 
understand their growth in this Habit of Mind.  

5. Encourage play: Find opportunities for students to play with ideas, processes, 
materials, skills, and strategies within your discipline. Play can be seen as a form 
of risk-taking without serious consequence, where it is acceptable for an 
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unpredictable or unfamiliar consequence to take place. Play is a primary means of 
learning from an early age and remains an effective means for new learning 
(Ostroff, 2012; Kimbell et al., 2004; Stables & Kimbell, 2000). Opportunities to 
play are often natural consequences of the materials that we use or new ideas we 
acquire (Stables & Kimbell, 2000).  

 

Small Changes to Teaching #2: Try Dialogic Inquiry and Visual Thinking Strategies 
For some students, offering their own ideas and observations in class can feel risky. 

Students might wonder whether their comments will be corrected by the instructor or ridiculed 
by their peers. An instructor who wants to nurture risk-taking as a Habit of Mind can build 
confidence by creating small, frequent activities where the consequences of risk-taking are both 
minimal and supported. It is a bigger win for the instructor if these small, low-consequence 
activities also build and strengthen disciplinary knowledge and skills.   

I work to establish an egalitarian atmosphere that levels, to the greatest extent possible, 
hierarchies of power and status so that all voices are heard, respected, and considered—and, 
perhaps more importantly, so that individuals feel empowered to take risks, to question the 
hierarchies of logic, value, and power that often define our professional and personal lives. 
Dialogic learning takes place through dialogue in which people provide arguments based on 
validity claims, not on power claims. Wells (1999) defines inquiry as a predisposition for 
questioning, pointing out that dialogic inquiry depends on learning environments being 
supportive of collaborative action and interaction. Freire (1970) asserts that human nature is 
dialogic. By interacting with others, we create—and recreate—ourselves. Educators must 
therefore create the conditions for dialogue to encourage the curiosity of learners. To these ends, 
I model behaviors of curiosity, collaboration, uncertainty, and inquiry between equals in my 
classes. I also model appropriate risk-taking through the open and honest questioning of 
hierarchies. I guide students in practicing these behaviors, and I create opportunities for students 
to apply these skills in unprompted, personal, and creative ways.  

One way for students to practice and internalize such skills is through Visual Thinking 
Strategies (VTS). VTS is a form of student-centered inquiry based on the constructivist theory of 
learning. It was developed from cognitive research exploring how people create knowledge and 
make meaning from new experiences in museums and classrooms (Housen, 2002). Most 
constructivists support the need to foster interactions between a student’s existing knowledge and 
new experiences. It is at this juncture where VTS is useful. Since individuals make their own 
meaning from their beliefs and experiences, personal knowledge is often tentative and subjective. 
Knowledge in this context can be viewed as a set of “working hypotheses.” While constructivism 
is an epistemology and not a specific pedagogy, instructional approaches are derived from such 
epistemologies. VTS is one such approach. The VTS protocol focuses on the construction of 
meaning as a set of provisional working hypotheses that are made by students as they respond to 
a new or unusual visual situation.  

In VTS, teachers support student growth and risk-taking by facilitating discussions of 
works of art and visual culture (Housen & DeSantis, 2003). While this protocol comes from 
research in art education, it can be used across disciplines, from STEM, history, and English 
courses to medical training. Regardless of discipline, the VTS protocol follows a standardized, 
researched-based strategy. 

Instructors repeatedly ask the same three questions and use the same three teaching 
behaviors throughout a VTS session while students respond. Remarkably, by repeating these 
questions and behaviors, diverse, in-depth conversations, led by students and their ideas, take 
place. In VTS, students 
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• look carefully at each work, object, or item presented, speculating and posing 
questions about the work as they talk about what they observe;  

• back up their observations and ideas with evidence;  

• listen to and consider the views of others; and  

• discuss multiple interpretations as the teacher-facilitator summarizes using discipline-
specific language while connecting or framing student responses in a non-judgmental, 
neutral manner. 

  
VTS is deceptively simple since profound changes can occur by using its basic and easy 

protocol. Existing research, conducted over 40 years, strongly suggests VTS’s effectiveness in 
promoting aesthetic development and critical thinking and in developing social-emotional 
learning skills. VTS helps students learn to tolerate ambiguity, self-regulate, and learn 
collaboratively, and it is effective across cultures, socioeconomic levels, and settings (Curva et. 
al., 2005; Housen, 2002; Tishman & Palmer, 2006). Research also suggests that VTS improves 
observational, speculative, and evidentiary reasoning skills, including with university medical 
students to improve diagnoses (Klugman, et. al., 2011; Naghshineh et al., 2008). 

As indicated above, instructors only ask three questions and engage in three behaviors 
during the VTS process. The instructor starts by giving the direction, “Take a minute to look at 
this picture (object, item, etc.).” The instructor then asks the following questions, remaining 
neutral and nonjudgmental: 

 
1. What is going on in this picture?  
2. What do you see that makes you say that?  
3. What more can we find?  

 
As part of the VTS protocol, after listening to each response, the instructor engages in the 

following three behaviors: 
 

1. Pointing to what the student is discussing while they are responding 
2. Paraphrasing each response 

a. Instructors are encouraged to change the wording but not the meaning of 
what is said.  

3. Linking answers that relate, even when there are disagreements, by simply noting 
where such disagreements occur 

a. By linking student responses, instructors show how the students’ thinking 
evolves, how some observations and ideas stimulate others, and how 
opinions change and build on one another.  

 
It is by answering these questions and listening to the responses of others that students build 
confidence and learn to take small risks. Because the instructor remains neutral, students are free 
to take a risk because the consequence for offering an idea is low. Nevertheless, some students 
need prompting to offer their ideas. When I notice a student not participating, I call on them and 
ask, “What is going on in this picture?” I am frequently impressed by the contributions that silent 
students make to the conversation. I am also surprised at how, once they are invited, low-
participation students start offering more ideas, both in VTS sessions and in other class 
discussions as the semester unfolds.  
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The VTS protocol is a process that emphasizes useful patterns of thinking, not right 
answers. Students learn to make detailed observations in this process, thereby sorting out and 
applying what they know on their own and as a group. Students who are uncomfortable talking 
in class can gain confidence in this process, while other students can explore risk-taking by 
offering ideas that are tentative, provisional, or unconventional. Critically, the instructor remains 
neutral throughout this process. Because the instructor only uses the questions and behaviors 
described above, students are given the opportunity to reflect on their ability to make meaning 
and to draw inferences and support them with evidence. Further, students are encouraged to 
listen and respond to the ideas of others, and they often revise their initial ideas by considering 
new perspectives offered by their peers. It should be noted that publicly revising one’s ideas in 
light of new information or other perspectives might seem risky or embarrassing to some 
students. But by using a classroom discussion protocol such as VTS, students learn that they can 
take risks with their ideas and gain confidence in a nonjudgmental context (Housen, 2002). 

 

Make it Part of Your Curriculum: Design Your Course for Appropriate Risk-Taking  
Ironically, sometimes making small changes to one’s teaching practice is harder than 

making global changes. Simply remembering to enact smaller changes within the overwhelming 
whirl of class activities, complex lectures, student queries, and limited time can feel daunting. 
Another approach to developing risk-taking—or any Habit of Mind—is to embed it into the 
structure of your course. 

I embed risk-taking into my curriculum in a traditional way: I start the semester with 
more structured, instructor-directed lessons, and I move to less structured, student-centered 
assignments by the end of the semester. Table 15.1 provides a succinct way to conceive of this 
curricular arc. This table identifies the components of an assignment as consisting of a problem, 
a process, and a product. The assignment poses a problem or challenge, and the student’s job is 
to enact a process (or strategy) that will lead to a product or outcome that satisfies the initial 
problem. Leaving any of the three components of an assignment indeterminate or open to 
interpretation introduces opportunities for risk-taking and tests students’ ability to apply what 
they know. 

In this model, the instructor starts the course by explicitly stating what the problem is, 
what processes students will use, and what product or outcome students will produce for 
evaluation. Nevertheless, risk-taking can still be embedded at this stage. For instance, in my first 
assignment, I tell students what they will draw, thus determining the problem they face—an 18” 
x 24” drawing. I also specify the process they will use to complete the drawing. I insist that they 
use charcoal pencils for their drawings, knowing that charcoal is a medium most have never 
used. This poses an immediate concern for students rooted in uncertainty. Unlike the sharp point 
of a No. 2 graphite pencil, charcoal pencils have blunt ends that constantly change as you use 
them. Students can no longer get the precise lines or shade areas like they do with precisely 
sharpened pencils. From the first day of class, my students are introduced to risk-taking as an 
important value.  

By the middle of the semester, instructors should help students become independent 
learners by leaving two of the three assignment components indeterminate or open-ended. For 
instance, the instructor might determine the process that all students will use in the assignment 
while providing minimal guidance for a) how students should interpret the problem and b) for 
how students should make decisions about what the final product will look like.  

An example of this approach is my “Image vs. Text” assignment, which requires students 
to reverse a common expectation. Students grow up with textbooks that have pictures and 
captions, with each caption telling the reader how to interpret the picture on the page. But in the 
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Image vs. Text assignment, I challenge students to reverse this protocol. I instruct students to 
produce an artwork where the text is embedded in the picture as a visual element of the artwork 
itself and where the connection between the text and image is ambiguous. The viewer might 
make meaning out of the artwork by connecting the text to the image in one way, but then realize 
the connection is so ambiguous that there are multiple possibilities to consider.  

A famous example of this strategy in art is Rene Magritte’s painting, “The Treachery of 
Images.” In the artwork, there is a painting of a pipe under which the artist has painted the 
sentence “Ceci n’est pas une pipe” (“This is not a pipe”). At first, the painting does not make 
sense. But then we realize that picture itself is not a real pipe but rather a representation of a 
pipe, just as the sentence itself is a linguistic representation of the fact that the painting is an 
artwork, not a real pipe.  

The Image vs. Text assignment is an example of an ill-structured problem, where 
students are given an ambiguous problem. It is partially up to the student to interpret what the 
problem is and then decide on a course of action. Students must rethink how viewers make 
connections between imagery and text. Then they must decide how to develop an artwork that 
gives viewers a new experience. They are put in a position of questioning relationships between 
text and images and thereby challenged to make new connections. 

Finally, as students master sufficient skill and knowledge, the instructor tests their ability 
to work independently by providing minimal support and guidance near the end of the semester. 
It becomes the students’ responsibility to demonstrate their skills and knowledge by defining a 
question or problem largely on their own, as well as a) identifying the appropriate processes or 
strategies to use in solving the problem, b) determining the appropriate criteria a product or 
outcome needs to meet, and c) presenting the final product, outcome, or end state for evaluation. 
The examples of artwork described at the beginning of this chapter all resulted from students 
posing their own problem, choosing their own processes to answer the problem, and determining 
all aspects of the final product. 

 

Landmarks of Risk-Taking Behavior 
Risk-taking is not going to look the same in every student. Nor will it look the same in 

every class. What counts as a risk depends on an individual’s personality, background, and state 
of mind when the risk is taken (Llewellyn, 2008). Given this variability, is there a way of 
determining what risk-taking looks like? Table 15.2 provides a continuum of risk-taking 
indicators.  

It is important to note that the risk-taking rubric in Table 2 is used for assessment and not 
grading. We use assessment to inform students of their progress and development. It is meant as 
an aid in determining whether changes an instructor makes to their teaching results in students 
taking appropriate risks. 

The risk-taking rubric is built around the idea that we start by guiding students and then 
help them become independent by reducing the amount of scaffolding as their skills grow. 
Accordingly, the risk-taking rubric ranges from not seeing a behavior (Level 1) to when we see it 
happening independently and spontaneously (Level 4). Ultimately, the purpose of this rubric is to 
give instructors another tool for nurturing appropriate risk-taking and for carrying these skills 
into other areas of life.  

 

Conclusion 
Perhaps the most important factor in nurturing risk-taking as a Habit of Mind is what you 

share of yourself with your students. The examples drawn from your personal risk-taking 
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inventory help you know how to nurture risk-taking in your classes. A quote from a colleague, 
Eric Booth, sums up what is perhaps the most important thing we leave our students:  

 
Eighty percent of what you teach is who you are. I made up this number, but that 
invented percentage captures the actual truth that whatever the teaching techniques, 
whatever the words or activities, it is the understandings and the spirit of the individual 
teacher that sparks the potential to transform others. If you doubt that number, just recall 
the great teachers in your own life. It was not the quality of their handouts or 
presentations, nor the cleverness of their curriculum, that inspired you to change the 
direction of your life. It was the quality of who they were as people, their artistry as 
humans, that had such an impact on you. 
 

Whether you choose to nurture risk-taking or another Habit of Mind, your ability to positively 
impact students’ lives extends beyond your assignments and lessons. 
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Table 15.1 

Rubric for Analyzing Lessons to Encourage Risk-Taking 

Assignment Closed Limited scaffolding Open-ended 

1. Problem, 
question, or 
task students 
will solve 

Provided by 
instructor 

Guidance provided to 
student 

Determined by 
student 

2. Process, 
strategies, and 
skills students 
will use to 
solve the 
problem 

Provided by 
instructor 

Guidance provided to 
student 

Determined by 
student 

3. Solution, 
product, or 
end state that 
will result 
from the 
process used 
to solve the 
problem 

Provided by 
instructor 

Guidance provided to 
student 

Determined by 
student 

4. Degree of  
risk-taking 
involved 

Little risk-taking 
involved 

Some degree of risk-
taking  

Higher degree of 
risk-taking  

 

 

 

 

Table 15.2 

Risk-Taking Rubric 

Criteria  

Students risk 
by: 

Level 4 

Independent  

Level 3 

Emerging 
independence  

Level 2 

Beginning/  

cautious  

Level 1 

Minimal   

(not attempted 
or observed)   
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Goal setting 

 

The student self-
generates a goal and a 
course of action, 
providing 
justifications based 
on: 

• an analysis of the 
problem; and/or  

• other criteria the 
student identifies 
as relevant; and/or 

• goal setting for 
growth just beyond 
their level of 
competence, but 
within reach 

The student 
self-generates a 
goal and a 
course of 
action with: 

• goals within 
or at their 
level of 
competence; 
and/or 

• a general 
justification  

The student 
decides 
between two or 
more 
alternatives 
provided by the 
instructor, 
relying on the 
instructor’s 
justification for 
the goal with 
challenges 
within easy 
reach of their 
competency 
level 

The student 
requires 
extensive 
assistance to 
choose between 
two instructor-
provided 
alternatives, 
cannot set a goal 
independently, 
with tasks set at 
a minimum 
competency 
level 

Improvisation:  

Responding to 
obstacles 

The student responds 
to obstacles by trying 
alternate approaches 
beyond the procedures 
and exemplars 
provided by the 
instructor, may 
questions the 
assumptions built into 
the assignment, and 
might complete the 
task in an 
unanticipated way but 
nevertheless 
demonstrates skill and 
learning as a result 

The student 
responds to 
obstacles by 
trying alternate 
approaches 
regardless of 
whether they 
resemble the 
recommended 
procedures but 
nevertheless 
attempts to 
complete the 
outcome/task 
as assigned 

The student 
attempts to 
overcome 
obstacles 
through 
procedures and 
exemplars 
provided by the 
instructor and 
only to 
complete the 
assigned 
outcome/task 
as accurately as 
possible 

The student 
seeks guidance, 
help, or 
direction when 
obstacles are 
encountered; 
requires help 
following 
directions; and 
does not 
independently 
explore, play, or 
question 
assumptions 

 

     

Improvisation: 

Departing 
from 
established 
plan of action 

The student actively 
seeks out and pursues 
untested and 
potentially risky 
directions or 
approaches to solving 
a problem; reframes 
and questions the 
problem itself; or 
discovers and follows 

After instructor 
prompting, the 
student tries a 
new approach 
to solve the 
problem and 
does so in a 
self-directed 
way 

With constant 
guidance, the 
student can try 
a new approach 
to solving a 
problem  

The student 
does not seek 
alternative 
approaches, OR, 
with help, the 
student can 
identify a new 
approach, but 
does not try it 
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a new goal while 
working 

Departing 
from 
classroom or 
cultural norms  

The student 
independently 
(without prompting) 
tries something 
related to class that is 
“weird,” “different,” 
or “strange,” seeing it 
as fun and rewarding 
for its own sake; 
and/or attempts to use 
learning and personal 
experiences that are 
unrelated to the 
assignment to enhance 
their work; and/or 
tends not to seek 
approval from teacher 
or peers when trying 
something different 

After 
prompting, the 
student tries 
something 
“weird,” 
“different,” or 
“strange” and 
sees it as fun 
but seeks 
occasional 
approval and 
support from 
teacher or peers 
in order to 
continue such 
attempts 

With constant 
guidance, the 
student is 
willing to try 
something 
“weird,” 
“different,” or 
“strange” but 
seeks approval 
from teacher or 
peers for doing 
so  

The student 
does not or will 
not entertain 
departing from 
classroom or 
cultural norms  

Reflecting & 
monitoring 
work  

The student reviews 
the results of their 
risk-taking, 
determines their 
significance for future 
courses of action, and 
then revises plans for 
the future accordingly  

After 
prompting, the 
student reviews 
the results of 
their risk-
taking and 
identifies areas 
of benefit  

With guidance, 
the student 
reviews the 
results of risk-
taking but with 
little 
consideration 
of how they 
might be used 
in the future  

The student 
does not or only 
superficially 
reviews the 
results of their 
risk-taking 

Learning from 
mistakes  

The student 
independently 
considers personal 
change by reflecting 
on past experiences in 
depth, specifying what 
they have learned 
from it, and 
identifying how their 
perspective has 

After 
prompting, the 
student reflects 
on past 
experiences 
and can specify 
what they 
learned from a 
particular 
situation  

The student 
connects a 
related past 
experience to a 
present 
situation but 
cannot identify 
what they have 
learned from it  

The student 
does not make a 
personal 
connection to 
past, in-class 
experiences 
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changed from the 
experience  
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Chapter 16 

If at First You Don’t Succeed: Promoting a Growth Mindset by Quelling 
Student Fear of Failure 

Jason Twede 
 

In response to a colleague’s dismay over failing to successfully design their invention, 
Thomas Edison famously replied that their efforts were not a failure, but an opportunity to learn. 
Edison said: 

 
I recall that after we had conducted thousands of experiments on a certain project 
without solving the problem, one of my associates, after we had conducted the 
crowning experiment and it had proved a failure, expressed discouragement and 
disgust over our having failed “to find out anything.” I cheerily assured him that 
we had learned something. For we had learned for a certainty that the thing couldn’t 
be done that way, and that we would have to try some other way. We sometimes 
learn a lot from our failures if we have put into the effort the best thought and work 
we are capable of. (Forbes, 1921) 
 

What Edison understood was the role that failure played in his ultimate success. Failure as a 
means to increase understanding is a powerful tool. Just as Edison harnessed failure to be a 
successful inventor, students can learn from failure to be successful learners. As teachers, we can 
facilitate this process through course design. By providing examples from two Criminal Justice 
courses, this chapter focuses on how students can learn from their failures.  

 

Failure and the Student Mindset 
How a student views failure can have an impact on their ability to learn. In 2016, Dweck 

described what she referred to as a fixed mindset and a growth mindset. Those with a fixed 
mindset believe their abilities—such as intelligence—are unchangeable. When students have this 
mindset, failure on an assignment may be viewed as a referendum on their abilities as opposed to 
a natural opportunity to learn from their mistakes. This can lower student self-esteem, affecting 
their ability to learn from future assignments (see Brooks & Goldstein, 2008). The fear of failure 
itself may also lead students to engage in self-handicapping behavior to protect their self-esteem, 
hindering their ability to learn (see Bartels & Herman, 2011; Elliot & Church, 2003).  

Conversely, students with a growth mindset believe their abilities can be developed and 
improved. When students have this mindset, failure on an assignment is not a referendum on 
their abilities but rather an opportunity to see where they can grow. Persisting in the face of 
failure is one of the Habits of Mind that Costa and Kallick (2000) note as important not only in 
the context of classroom education but also in the development of a culture of learning within 
society at large (p. xiv). Indeed, eliminating the fear of failure can help students succeed in their 
courses as well as help them in their lives following graduation (see Bishop, 2018). 

Students with a growth mindset can harness failure and use it to further their learning. As 
teachers, we can help students foster this growth mindset—to see failure as the starting place for 
learning and not the final word on their ability to learn. According to Dweck (2016), simply 
learning about a growth mindset can help students shift away from a fixed mindset. This is a 
straightforward enough thing to do. However, when we are teaching a full course-worth of 
material, finding time to squeeze in a lesson on developing a growth mindset may be difficult. 
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While we may not have as much time to devote to explaining growth mindset as we might hope, 
a brief explanation of it can still be beneficial for students.  

While knowledge of a growth mindset is important for students to abandon a fixed 
mindset, it is equally important to incorporate structures in our courses that support and foster a 
growth mindset (see Yeager et al., 2022). In addition to discussing the growth mindset with 
students, structuring our assignments to mirror what a growth mindset looks like can reinforce a 
growth mindset in students. Such efforts to foster a growth mindset might include: assignments 
that students can resubmit for an improved grade; papers with multiple drafts where students are 
able to implement feedback along the way; and practice tests before a midterm or final exam.  

By providing students multiple attempts to master content and concepts without fear of 
those initial attempts permanently impacting their grade for the course, students can engage with 
the assignments in a less stressful environment, which in turn can lead to improved learning 
(Kenney & Bailey, 2021). Additionally, this enables our students to learn how to take 
responsible risks—another Habit of Mind important for student success both inside and outside 
of the classroom (Costa & Kallick, 2000). As the proverb goes, “Nothing ventured, nothing 
gained.” For students to gain understanding, they must be willing to risk being wrong. 
Unfortunately, the fear of being wrong holds some students back from taking risks on 
assignments (Costa & Kallick, 2000). By allowing students to be wrong up front without 
permanently impacting their grade, the risk of being wrong becomes less risky. This encourages 
students to risk being wrong and reap the benefits of learning that comes from that process.   

We can also scaffold our assignments to enable students to learn through failure. 
Scaffolding is the process of assisting a student to “solve a problem, carry out a task or achieve a 
goal which would be beyond [their] unassisted efforts” (Wood et al., 1976, p. 90). We can 
scaffold our assignments to help students work on easier, more manageable tasks first and then 
move onto more complex tasks once they have mastered the easier ones. When scaffolding 
assignments, we can use Bloom’s Taxonomy to determine what assignments should precede 
others. Bloom’s Taxonomy (1956), which was revised in 2001, is a hierarchy of learning 
outcomes teachers may seek to have their students achieve, starting with lower level cognitive 
goals such as memorization and ending with higher level cognitive goals like evaluation and 
creation (see Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001). By focusing early assignments on low-level 
cognitive goals and later assignments on high-level cognitive goals, we can help students work 
through smaller, more manageable failures early in the learning process. This can lead to more 
effective student learning over the course of a semester (see Marjanovic, 2012; Venter, 2006). 
This also helps students learn how to apply past knowledge to new situations—yet another Habit 
of Mind (Costa & Kallick, 2000).       

 

Determining Desired Outcomes 
When designing an assignment that enables students to learn through failure, we must 

first determine what cognitive goal(s) we want students to achieve with the assignment. If our 
goal is to have students remember basic facts concerning the topic they are learning about, our 
assignment design might be simple. For example, allowing students to retake a quiz as many 
times as needed until they get a perfect score can accomplish this. There can be hesitancy to use 
such an assignment, as it arguably just tests a student’s ability to memorize the correct answers 
from their first time taking the quiz. This is likely true. However, if the aim of our assignment is 
to facilitate student remembering, where is the problem in having students retake quizzes? 
Students use their failure—answering the question wrong on the first attempt—to facilitate 
remembering the content.  
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By contrast, if we want students to achieve a higher level cognitive goal (such as 
application of the concepts learned in class), allowing them to retake an assignment with the 
same questions is not going to be effective in the same way it would be if we were simply testing 
their ability to remember. An example of this can be seen with elementary school math. When 

students learn division, they first memorize basic math facts (e.g., 8  4 = 2, 9  3 = 3). The goal 
at this stage is for students to remember these basic math facts, so having them repeat the same 
questions makes sense and is an effective way to help them do this. Once students move onto 
long division, however, repeating the same questions would not be effective. For example, if we 

ask a student to solve 432  9, we are less concerned that they know the answer is 48 and more 
concerned that they know how to figure out that the answer is 48. That is why we ask students to 
show their work. Because we are focused on application at this point, giving a student this same 
math problem to answer if they get it wrong the first time would not be effective. They might 
provide the correct answer of 48, but when they do this, we do not know if it is because the 
student understands the process of long division or if they simply memorized the answer after 

getting it wrong the first time. If we give them a new problem, however, such as 154  7, if they 
give the correct answer, we know it was not because they memorized the answer. It is evidence 
they understand how to apply the concepts of long division. 

In the example above, not only are individual assignments tailored to the cognitive goal 
we want students to achieve but the assignments are scaffolded to allow students to achieve 
simpler cognitive goals first with initial assignments and to then move on to higher level 
cognitive goals with subsequent assignments. This same framework can be used when 
harnessing failure with college-level coursework.    

 

Law-based Examples 
I teach two law-based courses within the Criminal Justice program at Utah State 

University (USU)—Criminal Law and Laws of Evidence. These are both lower level courses 
where students learn legal principles and are expected to apply those principles to real-world 
situations. I structure the assignments in these courses to enable students to learn from failure. 
 Each week, I provide students with two assignments: a quiz and a scenario assignment. 
The quiz is between five and ten questions and focuses on the cognitive goal of remembering. 
Students can take the quiz as many times as they wish during the week. They earn the highest 
score they achieve on the quiz. Like the math facts mentioned above, the goal here is for students 
to memorize the facts I am quizzing them on.  

For example, one of the topics covered in my Laws of Evidence course is the rules 
governing admissibility of confessions in criminal trials. During the week we cover this topic, 
the following questions are included in the weekly quiz: 

 
1. An officer does not need to read a suspect their Miranda warnings if they are 

not in custody. 
a. True 
b. False 

2. When determining if someone is in custody, we generally look at whether they 
are __________. 

a. told by the officer they are in custody 
b. free to leave 
c. under arrest 
d. read their Miranda warnings 
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 These are two basic concepts that form the backbone of analyzing the admissibility of 
confessions in criminal cases. First, officers only need to read someone Miranda warnings (“You 
have the right to remain silent, anything you say can and will be used against you,” etc.) if they 
are in police custody. Second, to determine if someone is in police custody, we assess whether 
that person was free to leave the encounter with the police. I want students to memorize these 
two concepts before they attempt to apply them. 
 In the scenario assignments, I offer students real-world scenarios where they are asked to 
apply the legal concepts we are learning about that week to those scenarios. Like the quizzes, 
students are given multiple attempts to apply the concepts to scenarios. These assignments differ 
from the quizzes, however, in that when students retry the assignment, the questions they are 
provided with are different from the ones they answered during their first attempt.  

Below is an example of a question students encounter on their first attempt at a scenario 
assignment, also dealing with the admissibility of confessions: 

 
Hank is a suspect in the murder of Violet. Det. Murray is unable to find Hank. 
Eventually, he receives a phone call from Hank. Hank refuses to give his location 
to Det. Murray, but he agrees to talk to Det. Murray via Skype. Before questioning 
Hank via Skype, Det. Murray does not read Hank his Miranda rights. Hank 
confesses to murdering Violet. Will Hank’s confession be admissible against him 
in a trial for the murder of Violet? Explain your answer. 
 

This question requires students to apply the concepts they were asked about in the quiz. As we 
learned, Miranda warnings only have to be read to a suspect if they are in custody, and someone 
is generally deemed to be in custody if they are not free to leave the encounter with the law 
enforcement officer. In this scenario, the detective is communicating with Hank via the Internet 
and has no idea where Hank is located. Hank is free to leave this encounter with the detective at 
any time by simply turning off his computer. Because he is free to leave the encounter, Hank is 
not in custody and thus the detective was not required to read him his Miranda warnings. 
Accordingly, the confession will be admissible against Hank at trial.  

As was mentioned, if students answer this question incorrectly, they are provided a new 
scenario to analyze. While the scenario is different, the legal principles students are asked to 
apply are the same. This is similar to the long division questions noted above—because we are 
focused on application, we want to provide a new question to ensure the student does not simply 
memorize the correct answer from their incorrect attempt.  

Below is an example of an additional scenario students would encounter on their second 
attempt at the assignment: 

 
Molly has been stopped by the police for questioning. When Molly attempts to end 
the questioning and leave, the police officer tells her to “sit down.” Is the officer 
required to read Miranda warnings to Molly before questioning her at this point? 
Explain your answer. 
 

 This again requires students to apply the two concepts they were asked about in the quiz. 
When students answer a new question like this, not only are they applying the concepts learned 
from the quizzes to a new scenario but they are also able to draw upon what they learned from 
answering the initial question incorrectly. For students to be able to effectively learn from 
answering the initial question incorrectly, it is important to provide students with feedback on 
why their answer to the initial question was incorrect—something I do in my classes. In this 
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scenario, Molly would not be free to leave because the officer did not permit her to leave when 
she tried to. Thus, the officer is required to read her Miranda warnings if he intends to question 
her. 
 

Evidence of Effectiveness  
This approach to assignment design helps students master course content. In Figure 16.1, 

we can see that on average, students performed better on their second and third attempts at 
assignments that required them to apply the concepts we learned in class. On average, if students 
used both the second and third opportunities to take an assignment, they improved their score a 
collective 27%—nearly three full letter grades.  

 

Figure 16.1 

Student Score Improvement on Application Assignments by Percentage 

Improvement between 1st & 2nd 
attempt 

Improvement between 2nd & 3rd 
attempt 

16% 11% 

 
 Additionally, the number of students who were able to get a perfect score on the 
assignments—to truly master the material—was greater in subsequent attempts of the assignment 
than on the original attempt. As shown in Figure 16.2, the percentage of students receiving a 
perfect score on the third attempt of the assignment does decrease from the second attempt but is 
still higher than the first attempt. 

Figure 16.2 

Students Receiving Perfect Score by Percentage 

1st attempt 2nd attempt 3rd attempt 

38% 46% 41% 

 
 While using these subsequent attempts on application-based assignments appears to 
increase students’ ability to apply concepts (not to mention improve their grade), not all students 
take advantage of the opportunity to try the assignment again. As we can see in Figure 16.3, 
roughly one-third of students take advantage of these subsequent attempts. It is likely that some 
students do not take advantage of these attempts because they score close enough to perfect (i.e., 
they only miss one or two points) on an assignment and are satisfied with their grade. While not 
every student takes advantage of these assignments, a sizeable number do, resulting in increased 
learning of course concepts. 

 

Figure 16.3 

Students Using Subsequent Attempts by Percentage 
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2nd attempt 3rd attempt 

33% 38% 

 

Conclusion 

Teachers have the ability to help students develop a growth mindset and learn how to 
persist through failure. This not only helps students excel in their coursework but also sets them 
up to thrive outside the classroom as well.  
 One way to help students harness failure to develop higher level cognitive abilities is the 
use of assignments that students can retake but that employ different questions on students’ 
subsequent attempts. Designing multiple versions of our assignments and grading assignments 
multiple times can certainly be time consuming. However, the time investment does appear to 
benefit student learning. How many attempts we give students—and correspondingly, how many 
different versions of an assignment we must design—is certainly variable. As we can see in 
Figures 16.1 and 16.2, it appears that there are diminishing returns the more attempts we allow 
students on an assignment—the grade improvement and number of students receiving perfect 
scores was higher for second attempts than they were for third attempts of the assignment. It is 
up to us to decide how many attempts is optimal for our individual classes. Whether we allow 
students one attempt to retake an assignment or multiple, this method of assignment design will 
help students develop a growth mindset and learn through their failure.  
 
  



 208 

References 
Anderson, L. W., & Krathwohl, D. R. (Eds.). (2001). A taxonomy for learning, teaching, and 

assessing: A revision of Bloom’s Taxonomy of Educational Objectives. Longman. 
Bartels, J. M., & Herman, W. E. (2011). Fear of failure, self-handicapping, and negative 

emotions in response to failure [Poster presentation]. 23rd Annual Convention of the 
Association for Psychological Science, Washington, D.C. 

Bishop, K. (2018). Framing failure in the legal classroom: Techniques for encouraging growth 
and resilience. Arkansas Law Review, 70(4), 959–1006. 

Bloom, B. S. (1956). Taxonomy of educational objectives. David McKay Company, Inc. 
Brooks, R., & Goldstein, S. (2008). The mindset of teachers capable of fostering resilience in 

students. Canadian Journal of School Psychology, 23(1), 114–126. 
Costa, A .L., & Kallick, B. (2000). Discovering and exploring Habits of Mind. Association for 

Supervision and Curriculum Development. 
Dweck, C. S. (2016). Mindset: The new psychology of success (Updated ed.). Random House. 
Elliot, A. J., & Church, M. A. (2003). A motivational analysis of defensive pessimism and self-

handicapping. Journal of Personality, 71(3), 369–396. 
Forbes, B. C. (1921). Why do so many men never amount to anything? The American Magazine, 

91, 10–11, 85–89. The Crowell Publishing Company. 
Kenney, K. L., & Bailey, H. (2021). Low-stakes quizzes improve learning and reduce 

overconfidence in college students. Journal of the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning, 
21(2), 79–92. 

Marjanovic, O. (2012). Using the revised Bloom’s Taxonomy to scaffold student learning 
business intelligence/business analytics. European Conference on Information Systems 
2012 Proceedings, 80. 

Venter, C. M. (2006). Analyze this: Using taxonomies to “scaffold” students’ legal thinking and 
writing skills. Mercer Law Review, 57, 621–644. 

Wood, D., Bruner, J. S., & Ross, G. (1976). The role of tutoring in problem solving. Journal of 
Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 17, 89–100. 

Yeager, D. S., Carroll, J. M., Buontempo, J., Cimpian, A., Woody, S., Crosnoe, R., Muller, C., 
Murray, J., Mhatre, P., Kersting, N., Hulleman, C., Kudym, M., Murphy, M., Duckworth, 
A.L., Walton, G.M., & Dweck, C.S. (2022). Teacher mindsets help explain where a 
growth-mindset intervention does and doesn’t work. Psychological Science, 33(1), 18–
32. 



   209 

  



 210 

Chapter 17 

TikTok is Not Peer Reviewed: Modifying Assignments to Nurture Habits of 
Mind  

Rachel Robison-Greene 
 

During any given semester, my most engaged students send me materials related to what 
we are discussing in class. I always appreciate students’ excitement about the course content and 
the opportunity to experience different forums for conversation with my students. As the years 
have passed, however, more of the material students pass along comes in the form of YouTube 
videos. These videos will often star popular YouTube personalities who create content that has 
millions of views. Sometimes, the ideas the students pass along come in the form of short 
TikTok videos. This is all fine and even entertaining until this material starts to make its way into 
coursework. While I do not mind if the Internet sparks interest in my students, I would prefer 
that social media “influencers” do not shape the content of my student’s papers, since ideas 
presented in that medium are not subject to any sort of peer review or fact checking. 

This became a challenge with the final assignment at the end of each of my ethics 
courses. Students must grapple with a contemporary moral issue in the form of an argumentative 
paper. At first, I was quite flexible about the moral issue they selected. I encouraged them to pick 
a topic that was interesting to them. I have had students write on the kind of issues you might 
imagine in a course on ethics, such as abortion, euthanasia, or the death penalty. But I have also 
had students write on issues like the obligation states have to provide inclusive sex education that 
acknowledges that not all people are cisgender or heterosexual or our moral obligations to find 
alternate forms of energy in response to the threats posed by global climate change. For this 
freshman-level undergraduate course, the final version of the paper is five double-spaced pages 
long. I want the process to be meaningful for them; they use this as an opportunity to apply the 
knowledge they gained in the class. For years, however, it seemed that some of the students were 
not taking the assignment seriously and were instead completing it in a rushed way right before it 
was due at the very end of the semester. This led them to use the information-gathering practices 
that are at their fingertips—the sites they are most familiar with on the Internet. 

 Over the past several years, I have changed the design of my ethics courses to create a 
better learning experience for students that also overcomes the common challenges we have 
faced in the past. The assignment is now more narrowly tailored to achieve the Habits of Mind 
and portable skills that I am hoping to nurture in my students in these classes. In particular, I try 
to develop Habits of Mind identified by Costa and Kallick (2009) such as questioning and 
problem posing, listening with understanding and empathy, persistence, and thinking about their 
thinking. In this chapter, I first outline my course objectives in the form of the Habits of Mind. I 
then discuss the assignment I gave my students originally and identify the challenges and 
shortcomings it posed. Then, I outline my new approach and detail how it is better suited to 
achieve my objectives. 
 

The Great Conversation and Habits of Mind 
A good philosophy class is a training course for virtuous Habits of Mind. The 

philosophical enterprise is committed to careful and rigorous thinking. It is perhaps the original 
discipline that focuses on the Habit of Mind that Costa and Kallick (2009) identify as “thinking 
about your thinking,” or metacognition. Of course, this is not to say that philosophers always do 
this well. The history of philosophy is densely populated with figures who take themselves to be 
offering reasonable, clear-headed arguments for what turn out to be absurd and even offensive 
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positions. Nevertheless, our best chance of recognizing bad arguments or bias on the part of 
either ourselves or others is to think carefully about the nature of our reasons and to share and 
evaluate those reasons with one another. I encourage my students to develop intellectual humility 
and the willingness to consider that they might be wrong. Even if they end up arguing for the 
position they originally held, I want them to go through the process of critically analyzing and 
responding to other positions. This involves both being reflective about their own thinking and 
listening to the thoughts of others with empathy and understanding. 

When a person engages in philosophy in good faith, they render themselves intellectually 
vulnerable. In his dialogues, Plato portrays the citizens of Athens taking on this vulnerability 
with varying degrees of patience and success. The Socratic Method requires participants to 
subject their beliefs to reflection and critique. The expectation is not that a person will accept, 
reject, or revise their views in response to the strength of the arguments offered in reply. When 
we construct arguments in this spirit, we put forth reasons that we think others will feel rationally 
compelled to accept. This is a cornerstone of liberal democracy—the ability to provide and 
respond to reasons. This involves several of Costa and Kallick’s (2009) Habits of Mind. In 
particular, it involves developing the ability both to think about their own thinking and to think 
interdependently. Reasoning is an enterprise that we often engage in together and these Habits of 
Mind are critical for being a good citizen and community member. 

Habits of Mind are important when it comes to resolving ethical issues. To get students in 
my ethics courses engaging in metacognition and interdependent thinking, I use relevant 
contemporary case studies. For example, I give them a short reading on the topic of the use of 
robots to provide medical care for the elderly. I first have them take a moment to write down 
some of their own thoughts about the issue. This is a deliberate attempt to get them thinking 
about their own thinking. Then, we break into small groups where students can think 
interdependently. In their groups I ask them to structure their own arguments and come up with 
what they take to be the most charitable arguments that someone on the side with which they 
disagree might offer. In this case, students are left thinking about the benefits of using emerging 
technology to assist populations that may not have family or resources to access more traditional 
forms of care. They also consider the role of technology in our society and question whether 
automation is an appropriate solution for all problems or whether some labor is and should 
remain distinctively human. I find that these students, who have grown up with an abundance of 
technology, are at first often optimistic or perhaps fatalistic about the use of technology in our 
culture. After our discussion, they are more sensitive to a range of human values. These in-class 
activities model the kind of learning outcomes I want to see in each version of their papers later 
in the course. 
 When philosophical education is done well, it encourages active listening. One cannot 
listen actively without the Habit of Mind of striving for understanding and empathy. Active 
listening involves a sincere attempt to understand where another person is coming from. This 
contributes to the development of virtue in several ways. First, if what we are engaged in is a 
search after truth, we are better able to arrive at it through earnest engagement with the ideas of 
others. Second, active listening makes us more compassionate and empathetic. We may not agree 
with someone even after we have listened to them carefully, but we do come away with a better 
understanding of who they are and why they think what they do. We might then be less likely to 
create harmful in group/out group dynamics that demonize the other and cast members of the in 
group as infallible.  

Teaching my students to actively listen is also crucial to fostering an inclusive classroom. 
Students have diverse backgrounds, experiences, and ideas about which we will all benefit from 
hearing. I hope that my students will come away with the ability to charitably listen to others, 
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whether in the form of speech or writing. In Teaching to Transgress, bell hooks (1994) describes 
the transformative nature of such an experience: 
 

To be changed by ideas was pure pleasure. But to learn ideas that ran counter to values 
and beliefs learned at home was to place oneself at risk, to enter the danger zone. Home 
was the place where I was forced to conform to someone else’s image of who and what I 
should be. School was the place where I could forget that self and, through ideas, reinvent 
myself. (p. 3) 

 
One way that I try to ensure that students are charitably listening to others is by 

encouraging them, when critiquing arguments, to first try to summarize the argument they are 
critiquing. This requires them to imaginatively project themselves into the minds of people with 
whom they disagree. It requires them to assume that the person offering the argument is rational 
and well-intentioned and to move forward from there. I also make sure that the case studies I 
present to my students get them thinking empathetically about a wide range of groups. For 
instance, thinking about problems that face the elderly might force students to encounter their 
own ageism. Thinking about challenges and injustices in the criminal justice system gets students 
thinking less retributively about incarcerated people. Considering the health challenges of 
immigrants and refugees gets students to reexamine their attitudes about our obligations to 
people who have been displaced.  

I find that when I present a diversity of issues to my students in this way, there will 
always be students who have been directly impacted by them in their lives outside of school. If I 
have done my job in making my classroom a comfortable space for my students to express 
themselves, these students will often be vocal representatives for the people affected in the case 
study. For instance, many of my students have had real experience with grandparents who have 
dementia, so when we talk about obligations to the elderly, they can make these topics real for 
the students who have not gone through similar experiences. This is why thinking 
interdependently is so crucial. Interrogating one’s own thoughts and attitudes can only go so far.  

It is important to me that students develop good critical-thinking skills that they can use 
in their face-to-face interactions, but I feel strongly that developing these skills in their reading 
and writing nurtures unique Habits of Mind. Robert Maynard Hutchins (1994) has described 
philosophy as “the great conversation.” The written word has facilitated that conversation. 
Writing transmits ideas through the centuries and puts us in a position to engage with the 
thoughts of people who died thousands of years before any of us were born. It allows us to 
grapple with the problem of other minds by presenting us with ideas brought into existence by 
those minds and, in this way, we achieve a kind of intimacy with the other that may not 
otherwise be achievable. Writing, when done well, requires dedication, precision, and discipline 
in a way that other methods of conveying ideas often do not. Reading what someone else has 
written can also be a transformative experience. Understanding this assists in further developing 
the habit of thinking interdependently. We think not only with others who are currently present 
but also with a history of written word through time. Consider, for example, the experiences of 
reading that Malcom X describes in his autobiography: 
 

I have often reflected upon the new vistas that reading opened to me. I knew right there in 
prison that reading had changed forever the course of my life. As I see it today, the ability 
to read woke in me inside some long dormant craving to be mentally alive. (X & Haley, 
1989) 
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The sense that reading and writing can cause one to be “mentally alive” suggests that these 
endeavors are intellectually, culturally, and socially important. When our students develop these 
skills, they open the potential to become lifelong learners. In my classes, I have my students 
participate in this discourse by writing papers in which they engage with the work of others as if 
they are having a conversation with them.  

Finally, I want my students to learn to be effective managers of their time and this 
requires developing the Habit of Mind of persistence—persevering with a task through to 
completion (Costa & Kallick, 2009). This will serve them well in the world and will contribute to 
their psychological well-being. They will also find that they produce higher quality work when 
they do not leave it until the last minute. I want them to recognize that earnest investigation into 
a question takes time.  

The ability to carefully construct arguments and the courage to be intellectually humble 
and vulnerable require the Habit of Mind of thinking about one’s own thinking, the skills and 
willingness to listen charitably requires listening with understanding and empathy, the patience 
and focus required to get the most from reading and writing and the ability to manage time well 
to maximize learning opportunities require persistence. These are all Habits of Mind that I would 
ideally like my classroom to nurture. At one point, I thought that if the content of the course was 
sufficiently philosophical, these objectives would likely be satisfied naturally. Through trial and 
error, I realized that, if I wanted to see these outcomes, I would need to be more intentional about 
my course design.  
  

Overcoming Obstacles 
When I began assigning papers in my ethics classes, I had a single deadline for the end of 

each course. I set time aside to discuss my expectations and to address any questions that 
students might have. I allowed students to choose their own topic but required them to discuss it 
with me early in the semester to make sure that it was appropriate for the subject matter of the 
course (e.g., I made sure that the question was not purely empirical or legal). I talked students 
through how to write a good philosophy paper, and I provided them with some additional 
resources about how to do it. 
 Students generally performed well on the paper assignment, but semester after semester I 
encountered the same problems in the papers of those who did not. Many of the problems were 
connected to how students use the Internet. Humanity has access to information like never 
before; there is also access to misinformation like never before. The Internet also encourages 
familiar fallacies and cognitive biases that manifest themselves in new and unexpected ways. 

One of the most significant challenges that I face as an ethics professor is battling 
confirmation bias among my students. When I tell them to write about a contemporary moral 
issue, they often see it as an “easy A.” They imagine that all they need to do is pick something 
they feel strongly about and explain why they feel strongly about it. When students approach the 
assignment in this way, they are more likely to seek sources of information that confirm their 
established strong feelings. For example, many students in our community come into the class 
with strong attitudes about abortion. When framing their question for the paper, they are likely to 
investigate the question “Why is abortion wrong?” rather than inquiring into the strongest 
arguments for and against abortion. When this is the methodology, students engage in both 
confirmation bias and question begging. They either bypass or engage inauthentically with the 
Habit of Mind that Costa and Kallick (2009) call “questioning and problem posing.”  

A related challenge is that many students do most of their research online. Often, this 
simply involves Googling the topic and clicking on the first websites that come up, especially 
those websites that confirm the student’s biases. Students will cite the host of their favorite 
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YouTube channel and will occasionally even reference TikTok. Sometimes this happens because 
students are busy people. Other times it happens because the student has never been taught how 
to engage in research. The information they see on the Internet is curated by algorithms that cater 
to the existing viewpoints of the students. These kinds of sources tend to be uncharitable to 
differing perspectives. If these are the only sources that students access, then my assignment has 
had the opposite effect from the one I wanted it to have—it caused students to think dogmatically 
rather than critically and to provide strawman arguments in place of the real positions of those 
with whom they disagree. They then fail to adopt the Habit of Mind that is listening with 
understanding and empathy to other positions on the topic. 

For example, in my Environmental Ethics course, we have a unit on animal ethics. 
Students often have attitudes about vegetarians and vegans that are not supported by evidence. A 
paper in opposition to veganism strikes many students as a nonthreatening paper to write; they 
are taking no real risks. I have had a surprising number of students use the YouTube channels or 
personal websites of social media influencers who are body builders to support the argument that 
it is impossible for vegans and vegetarians to get enough protein or B12 to live healthy lives. The 
ability to use videos created by perceived members of their peer group encourages students to 
engage in fallacious appeals to popularity and common practice rather than thinking through 
ideas rigorously and in response to counterargument. 

Finally, like all professors, I struggle with students plagiarizing. Emerging technology 
has offered up yet another reason for us to worry—the potential ChatGPT has to craft convincing 
imitations of student work. My objectives are obviously not being met if student papers are being 
written by artificial intelligence (AI). I knew that if I wanted the assignment to be meaningful to 
my students, I needed to make some changes to deal with these problems. I have made 
significant modifications to my paper assignment and have been pleased by the results. 

 

Narrowly Tailoring Assignments to Meet Objectives 
I knew that I wanted my students to approach their paper in the spirit of honest inquiry. I 

also knew that if I wanted them to do this, I would need to give them the tools to do it 
successfully. My new assignment has four parts, each intended to address one or more of the 
teaching challenges I described above. First, I have my students participate in a library readiness 
module. Second, I have them submit a short version of their paper for peer review by other 
members of the class. Third, I have them submit a draft for feedback from the instructor. Finally, 
at the end of the course, they submit their final draft.  

During the library readiness module, I prepare my students to do the initial research for 
their papers. Philosophers do not engage in empirical research, though I am a firm believer that, 
when done well, philosophy is informed by interdisciplinary empirical findings. In this field, 
research consists of accessing the arguments that others have made and coming to an 
understanding of the general trend of discourse on a particular issue. It is only when one has a 
strong understanding of what others have said and what is commonly understood to be at stake in 
a debate, that one can meaningfully contribute to that debate. Peer reviewed publications are an 
essential part of this debate, but my ethics students are not often familiar with peer review. I now 
spend a day discussing what peer review is and why it is important. This is not always as 
straightforward as it sounds because some students are dubious about the existence of expertise. I 
must make the case that requiring students to use peer-reviewed articles is not just some form of 
academic elitism that arbitrarily prioritizes some belief formation processes over others. In 
philosophy, it can be particularly difficult to convince students that peer review is not just a form 
of gatekeeping conversations that should be open to all.  
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Another problem that I frequently encounter is that students believe that ethical 
judgments are nothing more than expressions of individual opinion, so they conclude that there is 
no real “research” work to be done. If this is the case, they reason, then there is no motivation to 
seek out certain kinds of articles or arguments over others; they are just opinions, after all. Here, 
I take the opportunity to emphasize the value of “the great conversation” within philosophical 
ethics. I point out to students that most people have the intuition that the world has improved 
over time: the occurrence of human slavery has significantly reduced, women and minorities 
have rights, one cannot be executed in most areas of the world for the content of one’s religious 
beliefs, and so on. At least in part, we have the great conversation to thank for some of these 
developments. It is only by listening to one another with understanding and empathy that we 
have been able to advance in these ways. I let them know that it is important to access peer-
reviewed books and articles because thinkers who have been through the review process are 
more likely to have engaged in informed ways with the existing literature and their arguments 
have been deemed useful to publish by reviewers who are also experts in the context. I point out 
that some arguments have better structures than others as a matter of logic, and that the premises 
of some arguments are supported by verifiable facts while others are not. Moreover, some moral 
principles are better able to withstand critical reflection and debate than others. This is, after all, 
the whole point of the course and is fundamental to the learning objectives. 

After I have motivated the kind of research I would like students to do, I ask them to 
complete an assignment through the library website. This assignment teaches them how to use 
academic search engines. It is a low-stakes assignment, and it is easy to complete. The goal is to 
develop both confidence and information literacy. It assists them in the Habit of Mind that is 
questioning and problem posing. It gets them thinking more thoughtfully about what it is to pose 
a problem in good faith. 

The second stage of the assignment is to craft a short (three-page) version of the paper to 
submit for peer review. This version of the paper contains a student’s main argument and 
discussion of the most compelling arguments against it. They are assigned a peer on Canvas to 
review their draft, and they are each assigned a peer to review in turn. This stage of the 
assignment contributes to several of my learning objectives. First, it encourages listening with 
understanding and empathy on the part of both students. To craft meaningful comments, the 
student engaging in peer review must charitably interpret the argument contained in the paper 
and provide feedback. When the student who wrote the paper receives the feedback, they can 
develop the skill of responding to constructive criticism. This also contributes to an inclusive 
classroom setting because students receive feedback from peers from a wide variety of 
backgrounds. Peer review also creates a greater degree of accountability for the students than the 
alternative of simply receiving feedback from me. It is common for students to care more about 
the perspectives of their peers than they do the perspective of their instructors.  

I assign this peer-reviewed draft midway through the semester, and I keep the point 
allotment for it low-stakes. Sharing work with one’s peers requires courage and persistence, so I 
want to keep the grading risks low. Students find that they have crafted the most challenging part 
of the paper early on. The rest is easy. 

The third stage of the assignment is the draft that the students submit for feedback from 
me. Here, in addition to evaluating the arguments, I look at how well they have satisfied the 
requirements for the previous assignments. I look at whether they have effectively used 
databases to identify good sources for their research. I also look at whether they have 
incorporated the feedback of their peers or provided some reason why they have chosen not to do 
so. The feedback from me helps with the objective of thinking interdependently. Overall, the 
input they receive is an iterative process that simulates the great conversation. It also makes it 



 216 

difficult for students to use AI to craft their assignments because each stage builds on the 
previous and on the responses the students have received from peers and instructor. 

In the last stage, students respond to the feedback I have provided them and submit the 
final version of their paper. They should feel confident in the outcome at this point because they 
have worked through many versions and received comments. This helps to ward off the anxiety 
they feel about writing what is, in many cases, their first philosophy paper. This stage of the 
assignment is worth the most points, but in a way, it is also the least intimidating version to turn 
in. Students are allowed to use what they have written in earlier drafts, so they already know the 
strengths and weaknesses of their papers and have been given opportunities to make changes. 

In the end, the students have modeled for themselves the process of giving and 
responding to reasons as part of an ongoing conversation. In this way, they have modeled Costa 
and Kallick’s (2009) Habit of Mind of thinking interdependently. They have also practiced 
effective time management—they worked on their papers early and often, crafting them into 
meaningful work that they can be proud of. In the process of doing so, they have developed the 
Habit of Mind that Costa and Kallick refer to as persistence. 

 

Conclusion  
I have been pleased with the results of these changes I have made to my courses. Students 

report enjoying the process, too. I have noticed significant improvement in paper quality over 
other versions of this assignment. Students engage the relevant literature on the topic without 
turning to sources that encourage poor critical thinking practices. My favorite aspect of the 
change is that the writing process is less individualistic and focuses more on discourse among 
groups of people to improve the quality of ideas. As social beings, we often reason best when we 
reason together. We thrive when we think interdependently and listen with understanding and 
empathy. 
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Section IV: Mooring 
 
This section explores how students, anchored in good Habits of Mind already, can apply these 
study skills and academic dispositions to opportunities outside the traditional classroom. Sarah 
Tulane and Travis Thurston examine social science research methods courses in which Habits of 
Mind help students develop personal relevance of research, growth mindsets, and self-efficacy as 
researchers. Joyce Kinkead then explores how her National Science Foundation-funded pilot 
project on Course-Based Undergraduate Research Experiences (CUREs) draws on Habits of 
Mind. Ekaterina Arshavskaya demonstrates how Habits of Mind skills can be incorporated into 
service- and community-engaged learning opportunities. Rachel Turner considers how Habits of 
Mind prepare K–12 educators to be culturally responsive educators. Finally, Karin deJonge-
Kannan illustrates how she incorporates Habits of Mind into scaffolded research papers. 
 
Habits of Mind discussed in this section include: 

• Creating, imagining, and innovating 
• Questioning and posing problems 
• Gathering data through all senses 
• Applying past knowledge to new situations 
• Persisting 
• Thinking flexibly 
• Thinking about your thinking (metacognition) 
• Thinking and communicating with clarity and precision 
• Striving for accuracy 
• Remaining open to continuous learning 
• Managing impulsivity 
• Thinking interdependently 
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Chapter 18 

“An Amazing Change in Mindset”: Student Psychosocial Development and 
Social Science Research Methods 

Sarah Tulane and Travis Thurston 
 

Introduction 

Students enroll in social science research methods courses with varying backgrounds and 
experiences with quantitative methods (Clark & Foster, 2017; Murtonen et al., 2015; 
Papanastasiou & Zembylas, 2008). Although some students approach research methods with 
self-efficacy and positive perceptions (Papanastasiou & Zembylas, 2008; Sizemore & 
Lewandowski, 2009), other students enter the course with misconceptions about research, and 
potentially apprehension regarding statistics or other unknowns about engaging in research 
(Earley, 2014; Kawulich et al., 2009; Slocum-Schaffer & Bohrer, 2019; Wishkowski et al., 
2022). At the end of a research methods course, some students show improvements in knowledge 
in research methods while others remain stagnant (Balloo et al., 2016; Murtonen, 2015). Some 
students leave a research methods course with improved attitudes towards research (Kawulich et 
al., 2009) and others do not experience an improvement in attitude (Ciarocco et al., 2013; 
Sizemore & Lewandowski, 2009). Student motivation in these courses also improves 
significantly when they feel a sense of belonging to the learning community (Garrison, 2016). 
There is certainly learner diversity with students in mid-level social science research methods 
courses (Nind & Lewthwaite, 2018). 

As instructors intentionally build relevance into their coursework and learning activities, 
students are more likely to feel intrinsically motivated to engage (Deci & Ryan, 1987; Keller, 
1987). When teachers create autonomy-supportive courses with structures to not only support 
students, but also provide space for relevance and personalization, students have been shown to 
develop other important skills including creativity, engagement, positive emotion, preference for 
challenge, and persistence (Keller & Suzuki, 2004; Jang et al., 2010; Reeve, 2002). Furthermore, 
when students are intrinsically motivated in courses providing support with Habits of Mind, they 
are more likely to develop self-regulation and self-efficacy, among other vital skills (Costa & 
Kallick, 2009; Kallick & Zmuda, 2017). 

The scholarship of teaching and learning includes suggestions for helping students 
improve their attitudes toward research and improve perceptions. Balloo (2019) encourages 
teachers to make clear-cut connections between research and employment, explain how research 
is fundamental to the discipline, and provide clarity with assignment descriptions to decrease the 
element of the unknown and assist with student anxiety toward research methods. Additionally, 
Balloo notes that quality instructor feedback can enhance “research self-efficacy” (p. 126), 
especially if there is student understanding regarding how to act on the feedback in the future. A 
final suggestion is to provide opportunities for practice and revision. Personal relevance of 
research can help decrease anxiety regarding research methods as instructors include course 
elements to enhance personal relevance of research for students (Slocum-Schaffer & Bohrer, 
2019). Others suggest using self-reflection essays as a space for students to process mistakes, 
recognize their growth in understanding, and reflect on their self-perceptions as researchers and 
how they fit into the field (Hosein & Rao, 2016). Each of these suggestions for course design 
aligns with a Habits of Mind framework. These ideas can potentially influence psychosocial 
characteristics of learners associated with Habits of Mind, including relevance, growth mindset, 
self-efficacy, and sense of belonging (Farrington et al., 2012).  

This study builds on past research examining both online and face-to-face social science 
research methods courses (Wishkowski et al., 2022). A call for future research by Wishkowski 
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and colleagues included an examination of specific pedagogical features that may be contributing 
to shifts in attitudes and views of the relevance of research in social science research methods 
courses. Using mixed methods, we quantitatively examined both attitudes toward research and 
perceptions of relevance of research at the beginning and the end of the semester in an online 
social science research methods class. We also collected qualitative data to dive into which 
elements of the course contributed to attitudes toward research and perceptions of relevance. 
Results from this study provide additional ideas for furthering social science research methods 
course design to help students discover the personal relevance of research, engage in growth 
mindset opportunities, receive feedback, practice self-efficacy, and ultimately find a sense of 
belonging as researchers.  
 

Methods 
Data were gathered at four points in time through the semester—one reflection per unit in 

the course. Both the first and final evaluation included informed consent, and students could 
agree to share their reflections for the study or decline to participate. To decrease social 
desirability biases, the university’s director of teaching excellence was the main contact for 
students, and gathered and housed the data for the duration of the semester. Furthermore, the data 
were collected using Qualtrics and were anonymous, with a code linking reflections for 
comparison across time. A total of 51 students agreed to participate in this study. The sample 
was predominantly female (94%), reflective of the demographics of the Human Development 
and Family Studies department.  

The first and final reflections included portions of Papanastasiou’s (2005) attitudes 
toward research scale, specifically the relevance to life subscale and attitudes toward research 
subscale. The research relevance subscale from the D.Ra.MA. scale (Briggs et al., 2009) was 
also included in the first and last reflection assignments. All four reflections included open-ended 
questions asking about student perceptions of the relevance of research. Reflections two, three, 
and four included open-ended questions about how student attitudes and perceptions toward 
research changed across the course of the semester, and what elements of the course, if any, 
contributed to current understanding of and attitudes toward research.   

Three main questions drove this mixed-methods project: 
 

1. Overall, how do student perceptions of the relevance of research and attitudes toward 
research shift over the course of a semester?  

2. What elements of the course helped change perceptions of research relevance for 
students?  

3. What elements of the course contributed to student attitudes toward research? 
 

 Quantitative analysis showed a slight positive increase in perceptions of the relevance of 
research across the semester and a statistically significant improvement in attitudes toward 
research from the first reflection point to the final reflection point. Qualitative analysis supported 
the quantitative results. Using a general thematic analysis (Creswell & Creswell, 2018), we 
identified four major themes in student responses regarding course elements that changed student 
perceptions toward the relevance of research and attitudes toward research: increased knowledge 
and confidence, personal choice and interest, course structure, and instructor efforts. Figure 18.1 
contains ideas that were collapsed into each of the major themes, with an example quote from a 
student for each theme. 
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Figure 18.1  

Themes and Example Quotations 

Theme identified in data Student quotations 

Increased knowledge and confidence 
Skill improvement, specific course 
topics, understanding, confidence 

“I used to just skim to the bottom of research articles 
to see what I am supposed to learn from them, but 
now I am starting to enjoy actually reading them. So 
learning and understanding what is actually in a 
research paper, the different parts, has been 
beneficial.” 

Personal choice and interest 
Connecting research to personal or 
professional life, choosing topics of 
interest 

“The fact that I got to choose the topic for my final 
project is hugely beneficial to me and helps me see the 
relevance of research in my field.” 

Course structure 
Specific assignments or discussions, 
lectures, readings including 
reviewing research in multiple 
formats, course policies 

“The lectures are key to me understanding research 
better. The assignments have helped too, but I think 
the biggest factor to understanding the importance and 
value of research has come from reading [the book 
group discussion book]. It’s been invaluable to see 
research in action. This course has made reading 
research much less intimidating.” 

Instructor efforts 
Professor excitement, attitude, 
teaching style, topic knowledge, and 
availability to students 

“My professor is excited in teaching about research. 
She gives excellent instructions and also a variety of 
assignment types to help us learn. Her positive attitude 
and teaching style definitely makes me more excited 
to learn more about research.” 

 
Habits of Mind, Academic Mindsets, and Course Elements 

Kallick and Zmuda (2017) mention the work of Farrington et al. (2012) that focuses on 
four academic mindsets: relevance (“this work has value for me”), growth mindset (“my ability 
and competence grow with my effort”), self-efficacy (“I can succeed at this”), and sense of 
belonging (“I belong in this academic community”; Farrington et al., 2012, p. 10). Farrington 
and colleagues note that positive academic mindsets are associated with persistence and, 
subsequently, improved academic performance. Furthermore, they highlight the reciprocal 
relationship between a positive mindset and academic performance, noting that “strong academic 
performance ‘validates’ positive mindsets, increases perseverance, and reinforces strong 
academic behaviors” (p. 9). Kallick and Zmuda (2017) suggest that for personalized learning to 
work, these four characteristics are “essential” (p. 79). To deepen this connection, they map the 
Habits of Mind onto each characteristic (see Figure 18.2).  
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Figure 18.2  

Psychosocial Characteristics and Habits of Mind 

Relevance Growth mindset Self-efficacy Sense of belonging 

1. Remaining open 
to continuous 
learning 

2. Questioning and 
problem poising 

3. Drawing from 
past knowledge 
and applying it to 
new situations 

1. Taking responsible 
risks 

2. Remaining open to 
continuous 
learning 

3. Thinking flexibly 
4. Persisting 

1. Manage 
impulsivity 

2. Think about their 
thinking 

3. Strive for accuracy 
4. Thinking and 

communicate with 
clarity and 
precision 

1. Think 
interdependently 

2. Listen with 
understanding and 
empathy 

3. Respond with 
wonderment and 
awe 

Note. Source: Kallick and Zmuda (2017, pp. 79–81). 
 

The following section focuses on qualitative responses from the present study that 
emphasize the essential connection between the four psychosocial characteristics and Habits of 
Mind. In addition to student responses, specific course elements and further explanation of 
specific pedagogical practices employed during the semester are included and analyzed in terms 
of associated Habits of Mind. Figure 18.3 contains an overview of how academic mindsets and 
the results of the qualitative analysis align. 

 

Figure 18.3  

Psychosocial Characteristics and Qualitative Results 

Relevance Growth mindset Self-efficacy Sense of belonging 

1. Course structure 
2. Personal choice 

and interest 

1. Instructor 
characteristics and 
efforts 

2. Increased 
knowledge and 
confidence 

 

1. Course structure 
2. Increased 

knowledge and 
confidence 

1. Increased 
knowledge and 
confidence 

2. Personal choice 
and interest 

 
Relevance 

The academic mindset of relevance for a student includes personal interest and value of 
subject matter (Farrington et al., 2012). Research Question 1 focused on the relevance of 
research in students’ lives because past research has shown that when there is a personal 
connection or recognition of relevance, research methods is not such an intimidating subject 
(Slocum-Schaffer & Bohrer, 2019). Student opinions of the relevance of research improved over 
the course of the semester.  

 
 Qualitative Analysis Results Connected With Relevance 
 Course structure. Students were exposed to research in a variety of formats and writing 
styles: academic peer-reviewed journal articles, USU Extension publications, a book discussion 
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group activity using best-selling books focused on research written for non-academic audiences 
related to the field of study, news pieces covering research, TED talks, and popular podcasts that 
use research methods concepts or cover research. Multiple media formats were used to address 
different topics of interest and learning preferences and to introduce students to the variety of 
formats used to disseminate research to academic and community audiences. Every assignment 
had videos breaking down assignment requirements, with clips highlighting how researchers 
commonly cover the topics in research in our field using actual articles on a variety of topics.  

One specific assignment, the book discussion group, was mentioned by students as 
impactful on perceptions of relevance. A student said, “Reading that book and finishing it this 
week was a huge part of my opinion of research improving because I realized how relevant, 
exciting, and enlightening research can be!” Another student mentioned the format of lectures 
and other course content, as well as the variety of formats of research: 

 
Just learning the different components of research in simple and clear ways helped me to 
not be afraid of research anymore. And I really liked the assignment where we were 
given a link to the USU extension with tons of links to various research-based short 
articles about things that really caught my interest. That helped influence my attitudes 
and feelings about research. 

 
These quotes demonstrate how designing a course with elements that enhance the psychosocial 
characteristics of Habits of Mind, including assignments, lectures, and engaging materials, can 
foster relevance by helping students remain open to continuous learning. This fostering increased 
interest and personal connection with research methods.  
 Personal choice and interest. Providing students with options throughout the course 
opened personal connection opportunities, allowing students to take responsible risks by 
becoming more invested in the subject. Students chose topics of interest to dive into research, 
and they chose between two research-based books written for non-academic audiences for book 
group assignments. As suggested in past research, reflection points were woven into the course 
for them to consider how they see research as relevant (Slocum-Schaffer & Bohrer, 2019).  

Student comments across the four reflection periods touched on the importance of 
personal choice and interest. Remaining open to continuous learning showed up in student 
reflections. A student stated, “It is a bigger part of my life than I previously gave it credit. I 
research things all the time.” Another pointed out that it “makes me want to learn more.” We see 
drawing from past knowledge and applying it to new situations in this student thought, “As I’ve 
learned about different types of research, I have seen them more in the news as well as the books 
I am reading. It puts a real-life application on the material.”  
 
Growth Mindset 
 Students with a growth mindset use resources in learning, stretch themselves, and study 
to learn (Dweck, 2016). From a Habits of Mind perspective, they think flexibly, persist, and 
think about their thinking (metacognition). One student summed up the growth mindset 
experience in a research methods course with this thought: 
 

When I began the semester I had the thoughts: “I want to use relevant research in my 
work, but not conduct it” and “research is overwhelming.” There have been at least two 
times, within the last couple weeks where I have thought, “I should research...” That’s an 
amazing change in mindset. While I still find some research intimidating, I’m getting 
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better at breaking it down. I’m still not sure I’d call research fun, like [the professor], but 
I could get on board with interesting. 

This student is demonstrating persistence with the subject that was originally viewed as 
overwhelming. Furthermore, we see the metacognitive process in action, with the student 
actively recognizing thought processes, including shifts in thought processes across the semester. 
 
 Qualitative Analysis Results Connected With Growth Mindset 
 Instructor characteristics and efforts. Instructor characteristics was a theme from the 
qualitative analysis that connected well with fostering a growth mindset in the course. A student 
stated, “Our professor is so excited about research and that excitement is contagious. Making 
research more fun.” For example, another student said: 
 

The way that the course was taught influenced my feelings and attitudes about research. 
The instructor’s positive and excited attitude influenced me to want to find out what is so 
exciting and how can I get that excited about research. I know that research is important, 
but having someone else telling me and showing me why it is important helped me feel 
positively toward research. 
 

Costa and Kallick (2008) proposed that mindful teachers and their efforts matter in the 
classroom. Mindful teachers make both verbal and nonverbal efforts (e.g., tone of voice) to help 
build trust and safe learning environments for students. This course was an online course, so 
instructor efforts included quick response times to student queries, following up on questions or 
student misunderstandings, encouragement in feedback, and sincerity in expressing excitement 
for the topics. Costa and Kallick (2008) state, “The manner in which teachers and administrators 
respond to students can create and sustain a thoughtful environment that creates trust; allows 
risk-taking; and is experimental, creative, and positive” (p. 99). This is also an opportunity for an 
instructor to model remaining open to continuous learning. Instructors designing with Habits of 
Mind frameworks are not complacent in their own learning and often seek opportunities to 
continuously learn about their subject. 

Increased knowledge and confidence. Reflections from students resonated with the 
Habits of Mind of remaining open to continuous learning and persisting. For example, a student 
commented, “I used to hate research, but now that I understand it better it’s more enjoyable and I 
like learning.” Student attitudes toward continuous learning and persisting was presented in 
responses that recognized the challenging aspects of the subject matter, coupled with their 
current growth and progress. For example, a student explained remaining open with an excellent 
analogy comparing learning about research to learning a new language: 

 
Learning about all the different sections in research, why they are important and what 
they tell us, has made it easier for me to decipher research. Sometimes the articles feel so 
verbose it’s hard to decipher what the author(s) are trying to say, but this course has 
taught me a foreign language essentially. I’m not fluent yet, but I can survive. 
 

Another student focused on learning week-by-week in the course, remaining open to continuous 
learning:  
 

Every single week I feel like I am learning something new and I find myself looking for 
examples of what we are studying in Research Methods in my other classes. Research is 
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everywhere and this course has helped me recognize the importance of breaking research 
down until it’s understandable. 
 

For this student, research became visible. As her knowledge and confidence increased, her 
opportunity to learn expanded into her other coursework. She remained open to learning beyond 
the research methods classroom.  
 For other students, persisting and remaining open to continuous learning created positive 
attitudes toward research. A student commented: “Learning about the different methods of 
research and how to interpret research helped me feel more confident and by being more 
confident and less nervous about research helped me to have a positive attitude.” Both 
persistence and an open mind about research methods created a positive reciprocal relationship 
(Farrington et al., 2012) with the student’s willingness to continue engagement with the content 
increasing confidence and moving the student into a positive academic mindset.   
 

Self-Efficacy 
Where students enter research methods courses with varying backgrounds and established 

feelings about quantitative methods, improvements in self-efficacy varies by individual student. 
For instance, a student entering the course with a negative attitude stated, “I used to just say that 
I don’t like research, but now I’m actually super intrigued about what I can learn from studies 
people have done. It is actually exciting now and can apply to my daily life.” Another student 
declared, “I don’t hate it as much as I thought I was going to.” Even students entering a subject 
with reticence can experience increases in self-efficacy. 

 
Qualitative Analysis Results Connected With Self-Efficacy 
 Course structure. Students mentioned various components of the structure of the course 
that helped improve their self-efficacy. The course’s policies include the opportunity to “revise 
and resubmit” coursework—an opportunity to review instructor feedback and improve writing or 
clarify areas, accompanied with the opportunity to earn points back for revisions. Students also 
get to drop their lowest quiz score each unit and have multiple opportunities for points beyond 
weekly quizzes to address different learning preferences. When students are given opportunities 
to practice course concepts through low stakes activities, it prepares them for bigger assignments 
(Masland, 2021). A student highlighted a few of these policies and practices and how it helped 
foster self-efficacy and confidence: 
 

This class has overall been easier than I expected, which has made me feel better about it. 
I don’t like getting stressed about constant (what feels like) failures. I’m glad this class 
gives opportunities to cross a bad score off every now and then to keep me from getting 
very discouraged. The APA quiz was also a great tool to help me feel more confident 
with getting APA content right. 
 

Another student discussed the research tools covered as part of the course content. “I think being 
able to find research so easily through the tools given,” they wrote, “made me realize that 
research doesn’t have to be so difficult.” As reflected in these quotes, instructors can structure a 
class with policies and content to encourage students to take responsible risks without fear of 
failure. 
 Increased knowledge and confidence. This was the theme in the data in which students 
clearly aligned with self-efficacy. A student commented, “Learning about the different methods 
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of research and how to interpret research helped me feel more confident and by being more 
confident and less nervous about research helped me to have a positive attitude.” 

Some students expressed a lack of self-efficacy regarding statistics. This lack of self-
efficacy contributed to their attitudes toward research. Students in this major have a 3000-level 
statistics course as a prerequisite, and the research methods course focuses more on recognizing 
the appropriate application of statistics and interpreting statistics, rather than the actual 
computation. Instructions on assignments focusing on statistics also focus on helping students 
start where they are. What is one statistic they can explain with confidence? Some students start 
with frequencies, percentages, means, and p-values. Others use course resources to explain and 
understand statistics beyond the expectation for understanding at the undergraduate level. 
Statistics is one area where the Habits of Mind of striving for accuracy and persisting can help 
with success.  

Even when students did not feel self-efficacy with statistics, some were able to find 
personal interest in some areas of research methods related to data analysis. For example, at 
Time 4 a student stated, “The statistics still frustrate me because I just can’t understand them or 
remember them. I really like the idea of qualitative research, that seems more up my alley.” 
Another student noted, “I think I understand the different kinds of research a lot better and no 
longer feel like it’s just statistics.” 

 
Sense of Belonging 

Student belonging in the world of research was found across research questions in the 
data. Regarding attitudes toward research, a student began the course by saying,  

 
I think of it as sort of a necessary evil. It sounds boring—almost like the “paperwork” 
part of a fun job. Even so, I am already convinced that it’s incredibly important for every 
field and I’m excited to learn how it can also be interesting. 
 
By the final assessment, the student’s attitude shift reflected a sense of belonging. She 

said, “It’s still intimidating to me. But it’s exciting. And to be honest, I would love to explore 
options of how I could be involved in writing and participating in research. It’s definitely 
appealing to me.” Other students expressed similar sentiments in the final reflections. A student 
stated, “I’m excited about it and feeling ready to start getting involved with actually conducting 
research.” Another student showed this progression of sense of belonging from the first 
reflection:  

 
I find research overwhelming at times. It gets hard to decipher good information from 
bad information. I do not want to be a researcher, but I do need to understand research 
and know the difference between relevant research and irrelevant research. I also feel like 
society has weaponized research, so I need to be able to step back and break information 
down to find the pertinent information and not fall victim to rhetoric. 
 
To the final evaluation: 
 
My attitude toward research is hopeful and curious. I hope to continue to learn more 
about research, its outcomes and procedures. I hope to keep finding meaning from 
research. Before this course I didn’t have any desire to conduct research but this course 
has taught me that I could and I just might. 
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Both quote examples are expressions of wonderment and awe. This includes their interest in 
participating in research beyond the class, an empowerment in being a researcher, as well as 
hope and curiosity.  
 

 Qualitative Analysis Results Connected With Sense of Belonging 
 Increased knowledge and confidence. As students’ understanding, knowledge, and 
confidence grew in the subject, their sense of belonging with the subject emerged as well. For 
example, a student stated, “It’s helped me realize research isn’t just for crazy smart people. That 
you don’t have to be a big scientist to understand the methods/results of research.” 
 Personal choice and interest. Students found a sense of belonging with research when 
their topics mattered to them. A student said, “I also just think that recognizing many useful 
topics that apply to my own life helps to ignite an interest in doing more research.” Other 
students started to recognize how often they interact with research. This recognition and 
identification with personally important topics connects well with thinking interdependently. 
This Habit of Mind accounts for the bigger social connections students have and the groups with 
whom they work. A student said: 
 

Being able to read articles about preschool-aged children has been bringing my education 
full circle, especially since I am a student teacher in the preschool lab on…campus. I can 
take what I’m reading about and see daily what they are talking about, or what they may 
be missing.  
  

Fixed Mindsets and No Change 

As previously covered, Farrington and colleagues (2012) suggest there is a reciprocal 
relationship between a positive academic mindset and performance in class. They also suggest 
this reciprocal relationship is evident with a negative mindset and poor performance in a 
course—where negative mindset relates to behaviors that lead to a poorer performance in a class, 
further perpetuating the negative mindset. There were only a few responses that fell under a 
“nothing” or not applicable category. This category included two students who did not 
experience change, maintaining a negative view of research. A lack of improvement in attitude 
toward research is supported in past research (Ciarocco et al., 2013; Sizemore & Lewandowski, 
2009)—that students can retain negative attitudes toward research throughout a semester. 
Students were asked to include their final grades on the last reflection, and the two with 
perpetual negative mindsets had the lowest grades out of the sample of students, potentially 
supporting the negative academic mindset reciprocal relationship suggested by Farringon et al. 
(2012). Even when employing Habits of Mind principles, a course may not change the 
perspective of every student. 

There were other students who had responses in a “nothing” or no change category. A 
student did not experience change because the student already viewed research as relevant and 
had a positive attitude toward research prior to the course. This category also included two 
students that listed N/A responses to this question.  

 
Conclusions 

 A Habits of Mind framework, coupled with academic mindsets, is effective in guiding 
pedagogical practices and policies in mid-level research methods courses. For students in this 
sample, personal connection and interest, increases in knowledge and confidence, course 
structure, and instructor characteristics were all elements that contributed to improved 
perceptions of the relevance of research and attitudes toward research. Taking suggestions from 
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past researchers teaching social science research methods courses can potentially build a course 
that encourages student usage of Habits of Mind concepts to improve perceptions of relevance 
and attitudes toward research. Some of these pedagogical practices include: 
 

• Connect research and employment (Balloo, 2019; Owen, 2017) 

• Explain how research informs the discipline 

• Clarify assignment descriptions and explanations 

• Provide clear, actionable feedback 

• Allow opportunities for practice and revision (Balloo, 2019) 

• Provide opportunities for reflection (Hosein & Rao, 2016) 

• Engage in active learning techniques (Earley, 2014) 

In addition to this list of past research, other pedagogical approaches to research methods 
that may be useful in improving perceptions of relevance and attitudes toward research include: 

 

• Present research to students in multiple formats. As researchers, we share research with 
both academic and non-academic audiences. Giving students exposure to styles of writing 
research for different audiences, deliveries, and modalities may help students discover 
research in meaningful ways, potentially improving perceptions of the relevance of 
research. 

• Consider using student-friendly policies that allow students opportunities to try, 
potentially fail, and try again without catastrophic implications for their grade. Low-
stakes practice opportunities prior to high-stakes assignments, coupled with clear, 
actionable feedback, may be an effective way to improve the student experience with 
research methods. Opportunities for trial, error, correction, and success can potentially 
increase student self-efficacy. 

• Give students choices. Opinions of personal relevance toward research can decrease 
anxiety toward the subject matter (Slocum-Schaffer & Bohrer, 2019). Giving options in 
assignments opens opportunities for students to see themselves in research in meaningful 
ways, thus creating a sense of belonging. 

• Share your passion. Instructor attitude and subject enthusiasm can be “contagious” for 
students, supporting them as they dive deeper into the subject. Because students approach 
research methods with varying degrees of interest (and potential apprehension), there is 
power in modeling and encouraging a growth mindset in the learning environment. 

Because some students approach social science research methods courses with hesitation, 
designing the course with a Habits of Mind framework has powerful implications for student 
performance in the course. Specifically focusing on elements that may improve academic 
mindsets can help students shift from anxiety, hesitation, or potential misperceptions of research 
to connecting with the relevance of the subject, building self-efficacy, experience growth-
mindset opportunities, and ultimately feeling like they belong as researchers. 
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Chapter 19 

“I See Research Questions Everywhere”: 

Developing Metacognitive Skills in an English-Major Research Methods 
Course 

Joyce Kinkead, John Draeger, & Jill K. Singer 
 

How many ways can sticky notes—branded as Post-it Notes and introduced in 1980 by 
3M—be used by college students? According to the undergraduate who investigated this topic, 
31. In the report she produced as a result of a study conducted in English 3470: Approaches to 
Research in English Studies, the researcher found that “many stationery products have died with 
advancements in technology, but the Post-it Note has thrived and continues to play a role in 
productivity in the workplace, continuing at the top of the supply list” (Eralie, 2019). To come to 
this magic number of 31, Megan conducted a case study and used tools such as a Qualtrics 
survey. She shared the results with the campus community through a poster during the annual 
Student Research Symposium (Eralie, 2019). Megan did not arrive in class thinking, “Oh, I’m 
going to focus on uses of sticky notes for my project”; the topic came to the forefront when I 
noticed that Megan had what I thought was an atypical way to store information from class 
lectures—on sticky notes, which could then be organized and re-organized easily, as she pointed 
out to me. This was an analog strategy for a digital native. 

This brief example is but one of dozens of students who have engaged in research that is 
meaningful to them, and it exemplifies several Habits of Mind. First, it demonstrates how both 
teacher and student can draw on the 16 Habits of Mind identified by the Institute for Habits of 
Mind. As a teacher, I have structured this empirical research methods course so that students 
identify questions they are interested in, allowing them autonomy to follow their curiosity, but it 
also means that I can help them channel these questions into researchable topics. As a research-
minded scholar, I bring an open attitude that encourages questioning and posing problems. This 
often results in asking students to re-see ideas that they take for granted—like the sticky notes. 
Megan had not thought deeply about sticky notes before this experience but approached the task 
of identifying their functions with a sense of wonderment and awe, and I share that sense of 
wonderment. As she compiled more and more uses of sticky notes, she was open to data and how 
they would accumulate to get a “big picture” of a ubiquitous and often taken-for-granted office 
item.  

Other students in English 3470 have investigated how the hook-up dating app Tinder 
differs rhetorically in Utah; the effect of a high school one-on-one laptop policy on the quality 
and quantity of writing; what support Latinx students can find on websites of four-year Utah 
colleges; and what parents look for in faith-based children’s literature. At the conclusion of the 
semester, students complete a research report, an oral presentation (termed a “lightning talk”), 
and a research poster. They present either this “lightning talk” or poster at a campus symposium. 
These research outputs demonstrate how students have gathered data from multiple sources that 
must be communicated accurately and clearly to the public. It is no small task to complete a 
complex research project within a 15-week course. They must persist and be tenacious, 
particularly when encountering barriers in the research process.  

Clearly, this course supports multiple Habits of Mind. It does so in part as it is based in a 
philosophy of making “research-based learning the standard,” a recommendation that arose from 
the influential Boyer Report, Reinventing Undergraduate Education: A Blueprint for America’s 
Research Universities (1998). The transformative power of students engaging in authentic 
research has been well documented (Kinkead, 2003; Kuh, 2008; Lopatto, 2009; Seymour et al., 
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2004). Undergraduate research has, in fact, been identified by the Association of American 
Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) as one of 11 high-impact practices. It enfolds many of the 
Habits of Mind. Classes such as mine are also labeled “CUREs,” that is, course-based 
undergraduate research experiences.  

In this chapter, I describe how an empirical research methods course for English majors 
draws on Habits of Mind. One of the primary habits to be considered is metacognition—thinking 
about thinking—as the course itself has been part of an National Science Foundation-funded 
pilot project to examine deliberate integration of metacognitive activities in CUREs. Other 
instances of Habits of Mind are addressed within metacognitive exercises.  

But first, a word about the student population and the context of the field of English 
studies. Not one monolithic discipline, English studies is comprised of multiple subfields: 
literature, writing studies, creative writing, technical and professional writing, English education, 
linguistics, and folklore. While English is generally considered part of the humanities, some of 
these fields draw on social scientific approaches. Even though the students are all considered 
English majors, the mode of inquiry can vary significantly. English education students engage in 
teacher action research, conducting case studies or even experiments. Folklorists organize field 
studies identifying culture and traditions. Technical communicators conduct usability studies, 
while literature students analyze, and creative writers create texts. As a result, a common interest 
among all groups is text, which becomes a way in for a course in empirical research that requires 
both qualitative and quantitative tools for such diverse subfields of English studies. The textbook 
Researching Writing: An Introduction to Research Methods (Kinkead, 2016), reinforces this 
emphasis on text. Thus, a creative writer can analyze sales of fantasy titles over several decades 
or conduct a rhetorical analysis of TikTok BookToks—both grounded in texts. Students 
undertake research that is considered RAD: replicable, aggregable, and data-supported (Haswell, 
2005). One other commonality exists for these students: apprehension about their ability to use 
math or statistics.  

 

Metacognition Writ Large 
EvaluateUR-CURE was developed and pilot-tested with funding through the National 

Science Foundation (NSF) Advanced Technological Education (ATE) program. It is an 
extension of a previous NSF-funded project that resulted in a method known as EvaluateUR, 
which provided statistically reliable assessments of student growth as they engaged in research 
(Singer et al., 2022; Singer & Zimmerman, 2012). This expansion was designed to meet the 
needs of entire classrooms of students who conduct course-based research in two-year college 
programs preparing students to enter the STEM technician workforce, but the method is also 
broadly applicable to any institutional type or field of study. While EvaluateUR and 
EvaluateUR-CURE focused on STEM fields, both methods are appropriate for broader 
disciplinary areas. For instance, in engineering, Grinberg and Singer (2021) demonstrate how 
ETAC ABET student outcomes are well aligned. On the other hand, humanities fields have been 
less likely to engage in these types of projects. I took up that challenge to see how a humanities 
class would fare, answering an open call for participation.  

A distinguishing feature of EvaluateUR-CURE is the emphasis on metacognition, 
encouraging learners to be aware of what they are doing and why and then to use that awareness 
to learn even more effectively. Metacognition is a key Habit of Mind. The goal is to provide 
students with ongoing opportunities to reflect on their own learning process to build 
metacognitive habits (Scharff et al., 2017).  

I enrolled the English 3470 course, which fulfills a quantitative requirement for 
graduation (known as the “QI” course), into the EvaluateUR-CURE study. (For a more complete 
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description of the class, see Kinkead, 2021; Kinkead 2019.) Every department at Utah State 
University is to offer a class that integrates mathematics and/or statistics to show their 
application to the field. English majors learn how numbers can be applied to words and texts, the 
primary focus of all the department’s subfields (e.g., literature, English education, writing). 
Admittedly, many of these students are numbers adverse.  

Two research projects provide the work of the semester: the first, a whole-class project to 
demonstrate and model steps in the research process; the second, individual projects of students’ 
choosing. For the whole-class project, students have investigated high-impact practices in our 
department, producing a report submitted to department leadership; studied the writing lives of 
English majors; measured apprehension among English majors about quantitative research; and 
delved into the history of the Blue Book (Duersch et al., 2018). The 14 students enrolled in the 
fall 2020 course answered a CFP from College English, a top journal in the profession, that 
focused on undergraduate research and conducted a study of the effects of an empirical research 
methods course on English majors by surveying alumni who had completed the course 
(Stringham et al., 2022). Spoiler alert: the researchers found that students’ view of research 
changed dramatically because of their immersion in research. They “undergo huge changes in 
confidence levels, research skills, and understanding of the research process” (p. 562).  

Although reflection had been a component in the course in previous iterations, E-CURE 
intensified this meta-thinking, amplifying students’ analysis of their work. The project includes a 
menu of metacognitive activities, designed by John Draeger, part of the central E-CURE team, 
from which faculty collaborators may choose. They include the following: 

 

• Thinking about how to ask good questions 

• Thinking about how to ask good research questions 

• Reading with a purpose 

• Reading for research 

• Building resilience 

• Building research resilience 

• Learning from past projects 

• Developing project-management skills 

• Working and collaborating as a team member 

• Building effective communication 
 
A course could include all these metacognitive exercises, but for this class, students reflected on 
five: evaluate research questions, read and analyze research literature, communicate findings 
effectively, manage projects, and work as a team member.  

Within each of these topics, exercises provide a set of questions for the students to 
engage in structured reflection. Through these questions, students take note of what is working, 
what is not working, and possible adjustments to their thinking and research processes. Within 
these metacognitive exercises, other Habits of Mind come to the surface. For instance, when 
students get stuck, they need to think flexibly, change perspective, generate alternative paths, and 
consider options. For researchers, this ability to think broadly is essential. Students may enter a 
research project believing they know what will result but then be surprised.  

Here is an example of that principle in action. An English education student was sure 
from her own experiences that automated writing evaluators (AWE) like Turn-It-In are bad ways 
to evaluate secondary school writing; however, through her own research exploration that 
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involved interviews with teachers and surveys of recent high school graduates, she came to have 
a more nuanced view.  

Let us look at the questions students answer for one of these metacognitive activities to 
get a sense of how they are intentionally structured to help students examine their own thinking 
and behaviors. For building project-management skills, students answer these queries: 

 
1. Are you confident that you have the knowledge and skills to complete your research 

project? What is your greatest strength? Are you struggling with any aspect?  
2. Have you used your time effectively? If so, what is the secret to your success? If not, 

what would you do differently? 
3. Have you experienced setbacks? What are they? Have you found ways to overcome 

them, or are you still struggling? 
4. Have you used all the resources at your disposal? Where might you find resources that 

will help you work more effectively? 
5. What’s the biggest surprise about the research process so far? 
6. What’s one adjustment that you can make to effectively complete your research project?  

 
This kind of exercise provides a “check-in” during the research process, but it should not 

be the first time project management is addressed. Early in the term, the student researchers are 
provided with a timeline checklist with target dates for completing steps in the process. These 
projects engage complex activities, but by breaking them into steps, students feel that they are 
more doable. A research project of this complexity cannot be a “midnight wonder” that is 
developed overnight. Rather, it requires careful attention at each stage, beginning with the 
students being certified in human-subjects research and understanding institutional review board 
(IRB) policies.  

The following is the timeline that students receive to track progress on their projects. I 
note when assigning this checklist that authentic research does not always proceed as planned. 
Disruptions happen. Some parts of the research project may be completed sooner than expected 
while others trail. On the other hand, some due dates are “drop dead,” such as when students 
must have a high-quality poster or presentation ready for public dissemination. (This is a sample 
timeline submitted mid-term for “checking in on progress” with notes that are anonymized from 
various student responses.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

English 3470  
Research Project Checklist  

  

Order  Task  Projected  
Date of  

Completion  

Actual Date 
of  

Completion  

Notes  
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1  Completion of IRB 
Certification 

September 11 September 11 I learned a lot getting this 
certification, principles I 
otherwise wouldn’t have ever 
known. 

2  Annotated 
Bibliography 

September 17 September 17 I found some insightful sources, 
and a clear gap has been 
identified.  

3  Research Proposal 
Draft 

September 24 September 24 I feel confident and excited in 
where my research is headed. 
I’m eager to find out results. 

4  Research Proposal 
Final With Review of 

Literature 

October 1 October 1 I continue to feel confident that 
my project is going to provide 
some insightful data. It is a 
relatively new topic, which 
makes me happy that I thought 
of it. 

5  Qualtrics Survey, 
Recruitment Script 

& 
Letter of Information 

October 9, 
October 4, and 

October 12 

October 9, 4, 
and 12 

The Qualtrics survey questions 
turned out well, and at the 
moment, I don’t think I missed 
important points. The 
recruitment script and letter of 
information have all been 
approved. I have fallen behind in 
not yet sending out surveys. I 
need to follow my own timeline 
and get them out. It’s been a 
busy week, which is no excuse.  

6  Interview Questions, 
Recruitment Script 

& 
Informed Consent 

Letter 

October 4, 
October 5, and 

October 15 

October 4, 5, 
and 15 

Getting to interviews is exciting. 
Ready to go: recruitment script 
and consent letter. Just like the 
Qualtrics survey, I am a bit 
behind in actually extending the 
invitation but will send tonight. 
My target date to complete the 
interview is October 30.  

7  Draft of Research 
Project 

November 1    

8  Abstract November 3    

9  Research Poster November 22    

10  Final Research 
Project 

November 22    
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11  Prezi or PowerPoint 
for Oral Presentation 

November 24    

  

Checking in on progress is crucial to build essential skills. As noted in Learning and 
Leading With Habits of Mind (Costa & Kallick, 2008), 

Efficacious people stick to a task until it’s completed. They don’t give up easily. They are 
able to analyze a problem, and they develop a system, structure, or strategy to attack it. 
They have a repertoire of alternative strategies for problem solving, and they employ a 
whole range of strategies.…They have systematic methods for analyzing a problem, 
which include knowing how to begin, what steps must be performed, what data must be 
generated or collected, and what resources are available to assist. (p. 18) 

The framework of the course, as already mentioned, divides the complex research project 
among multiple assignments. These are the “steps [that] must be performed.” This overarching 
framework ensures that students can finish with success as long as they keep pace. It is this kind 
of approach that removes the mystery of “research” and makes the process transparent. Likewise, 
it provides students with a framework to complete future projects independently. 

Thinking About Thinking and Its Assessment 

With the overlay of E-CURE, the Canvas learning-management system (LMS) illustrated 
below shows how its elements were integrated into the 15-week semester plan (Figure 19.1). A 
quick aside: E-CURE can be integrated into a shorter timeframe. These stages help keep students 
on track as they pause and reflect on their progress and any setbacks. 

Figure 19.1 

Screen Capture of CURE Assignments Embedded in English 3470 
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The course begins with an assessment of students’ past research experiences and skills, 
showing them that they can apply past knowledge to new situations. For instance, since these 
students are typically adept at critical analysis of literature, I explain that empirical research is 
much like a story with its own characters, plot, conflict, and narrative. This image begins to 
replace their pre-conceived idea that Research (capital letter intentional) takes place in 
laboratories.  

Students in English 3470 are also apprehensive about the QI requirements, including 
developing infographics. How do we approach graphing data? Easy. For a week, they track every 
kind of writing they do, from text messages and class notes to browser searches. This 
accomplishes three objectives: first, they see how writing pervades their lives; second, they begin 
to question how to quantify data (e.g., volume, time); and third, they learn how to use an Excel 
spreadsheet and turn those data into a pie chart or bar graph. Seriously, when students first see 
the data in a spreadsheet turned into a graph, audible gasps are heard in the classroom. It is 
almost like magic to many of them. This simple exercise also gets at how data are portrayed, and 
as students experiment with Excel’s many chart options, they see that appearances can be helpful 
or even deceiving. This is an important lesson in being savvy about reading infographics, a skill 
that they will carry past the end of the semester.  

Once that baseline of previous experience is established, students are asked to choose 
their top five outcomes from a list of 10 provided by the project (Figure 19.2). According to the 
PI of this grant, typically, the faculty member chooses the outcomes; however, in this case, I felt 
that the students would feel greater ownership of the project if they had a say. Perhaps not 
surprisingly, autonomy ranked in the top five; their other choices included communication, 
creativity, critical thinking, and intellectual development. While I would not necessarily have 
chosen creativity, they believed it essential to conducting research and presenting it in 
meaningful—even aesthetically pleasing—modes.  
 

Figure 19.2 
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Outcome Categories 

 
 
CURE faculty can add up to three course-specific outcomes. Source: Evaluate UR-CURE, “E-
CURE Orientation Spring 2022 Presentation,” 
https://serc.carleton.edu/evaluateur/cure/resources_using_e-cure.html. Used with permission. 
 

On the other hand, I chose the metacognitive activities. Developing research questions is 
a primary skill that occurs early in the term. Students in this class generate a list of three possible 
topics, and through individual conferences, they settle on one. The first metacognitive activity, 
then, focused on “asking good research questions.” Students can reflect on the intensive but 
productive give-and-take with the instructor as they refine their thinking about their topics. The 
goal of the activity is not only to develop good research questions but to learn how good research 
questions can be formulated.  

Following closely on, students develop a review of literature, which is good fodder for 
the second metacognitive reflection, “reading as researchers.” English majors are accustomed to 
summarizing secondary literature, but the “literature” that they are asked to read and summarize 
for this course is research literature such as scholarship in higher education. This is not literary 
criticism of Pride and Prejudice but, more typically, articles such as “Lexile Reading Growth as 
a Function of Starting Level in At-Risk Middle School Students” (Archer, 2010) or “Evaluation 
of Charm Factors of Short Video User Experience Using FAHP—A Case Study of Tik Tok 
App” (Feng et al., 2019). The metacognitive activity prompts students to become aware of 
differences in these types of reading contexts and thus the potential need to alter their reading 
strategies. 

Because students work collaboratively on the whole-class research project that provides 
scaffolding of the skills to undertake in their individual projects, an apt metacognitive activity 
was to ask about how they would structure teams effectively. Students responded to these 
questions: 

• In your view, what does effective teamwork look like?  

• What are the signs that things are going well? 

https://serc.carleton.edu/evaluateur/cure/resources_using_e-cure.html
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• What are three ways you might distribute tasks between team members? Which 
do you consider the best? When conflicts arise between team members, what’s the 
best way to resolve them? 

• What’s the best part of being on a team? 

• What do you try to get out of the research team experience? 

One student responded to the first question like this:  

Effective teamwork not only involves communication, but also responding. There’s no 
point in communicating your ideas to someone if that other person doesn’t take them into 
account. An effective team doesn’t have a dictator as a leader. “My way or the highway” 
does not apply in team activities as that approach prevents the final product from 
reaching its full potential.  

While only a brief illustration, this response suggests the potential for influencing future 
workplace interactions. Likewise, successful project management is as crucial for a research 
project as it is for a career. Students develop timelines for stages of their individual project to 
“hit their marks.” When asked how they deal with “setbacks,” one student demonstrated how she 
analyzed her own work. “Usually, I just keep going, and the answer becomes clear because of 
other factors in the assignment,” she wrote. “I just keep trying versus stopping with indecision 
and that gets me further.” The metacognitive activities reinforce and also interrogate students’ 
own thinking. From the faculty perspective, answers to “what was your biggest surprise?” were 
thought-provoking. The students were “stunned” by what they were able to accomplish and the 
skills they had acquired. By the end of the semester, they had completed a research report, 
developed a poster, and created a lightning talk. They present either the poster or the oral 
presentation at a campus symposium. 

Finally, following the public Student Research Symposium on campus, students 
responded to a set of questions about “communicating research,” which is in line with the Habit 
of Mind of thinking and communicating with clarity and precision. Students found the 
dissemination of their work with a “real audience” empowering. Judges and others looked 
seriously at their projects with genuine interest. They asked questions and suggested additional 
lines of inquiry. As the students put it, “We felt like real researchers.” One said, “I didn’t want to 
do the symposium because it was a little terrifying, but I felt on top of the world when I was 
presenting.” Metacognitive questions asked them to evaluate their own learning, what “worked” 
in communicating findings and what “needed work.” They pinpointed that the “steps” (or 
“stages”) approach to a complex research project made it “doable,” and they realized that they 
could use these strategies for future projects. They were also pleased to have acquired skills in 
how to conduct research ethically, protect human subjects, structure surveys, and conduct 
interviews. 

How did this course affect the students’ Habits of Mind? Perhaps one of the most 
evocative comments was from the student who said, “I see research questions everywhere.” 
Much better than seeing dead people! For this student, the world became a different place as she 
asked why, what, and how? Students noted that they became “systematic observers,” skills honed 
during an ethnographic exercise in taking field notes, watching a particular scene for 30 minutes, 
describing and analyzing.  

English majors are not known for their skills in quantitative measurement; however, the 
consistent work with spreadsheets, data, and infographics led one student to move from being 
“daunted” by numbers to turning into a “statistics skeptic.” They believed that they moved from 
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being cowed by data to being able to make data-informed decisions. After enrolling in the 
course, they know to use multiple statistical indicators, such as median, mode, mean, and range.  

Identifying as researchers, these students are empowered by understanding responsible 
conduct of research (RCR) and being certified in human-subjects research. They have learned to 
frame questions to obtain the most applicable information through surveys and interviews. These 
are skills that will serve them well, whether pursuing graduate studies or entering the workforce. 
Accustomed to the rhetoric of research with its emphasis on shared structures and vocabulary, 
these students can make a smooth transition to graduate work. As one student, a practicing 
secondary school English teacher, wrote a couple of years following her experience, “Yesterday, 
I had my first graduate education research course. I felt transported to our research class. I was 
so pleased to be familiar with almost all of the terms we covered on the first day.”  

Although this English class used reflection in previous iterations, as the examples above 
indicate, it was never as structured or in such depth as the metacognitive element of EvaluateUR-
CURE. This pilot study is still gathering data but suggests that well-timed and efficient 
questioning of research processes for students can have an impact on learning and retention of 
information and processes. Pilot testing continued in the 2022–2023 academic year, and I signed 
up for a second round. Extensive resources and training are provided for faculty participants. 
They, too, engage in metacognitive activities as the project calls for formative and summative 
assessment from them. For each metacognitive exercise, I submitted feedback on “what worked” 
and “what did not work.” Individually, I was influenced by student reflections and modified 
assignments based on my analysis of their responses. I appreciated a question that put them in a 
role as “expert,” offering advice to a more novice researcher. Likewise, the question “What has 
been your biggest surprise in the research process?” elicited interesting responses.  

Habits of Mind are seen by Allen and Allen (2003) as the “cultivation of proficient 
humanity” (p. 19) and draws on the ancient concept of “liberal education” in which liberal meant 
liberated, as when free citizens of Rome could study the quadrivium and then the trivium—the 
seven liberal arts. AAC&U has also taken up this clarion call to emphasize the importance of a 
liberal education in its LEAP initiative: Liberal Education and America’s Promise. Habits of 
Mind do not exist in a vacuum but are part and parcel of assuring that students, through higher 
education, have access to ways of being and thinking as citizens and workers. The metacognitive 
activities described here can help those Habits of Mind stick. 
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Chapter 20 

Service-Learning and Community-Engaged Projects for International and 
Domestic Students 

Ekaterina Arshavskaya 
 
It’s a good idea to help the local community by sharing something from our cultures and support 

each other as well. It really makes a big difference for all. 
An anonymous student comment, spring 2020  

 
Reflecting on my years of teaching, one of my most gratifying and powerful memories as 

an educator deals with developing a sense of community and belonging in my students. More 
generally, higher education instructors have come to understand the value of community building 
and creating a sense of belonging in various areas of our lives and for different populations in 
diverse teaching contexts (Hoffman et al., 2002; Streyhorn, 2019). I believe that in teaching, 
these two concepts—community building and belonging—are of particular importance. We can 
also relate these two concepts to various Habits of Mind that we want our students to develop 
while in college. Many of these Habits of Mind focus on becoming good thinkers and 
communicators and on gaining skills in developing meaningful relationships. Through service 
learning and engaging our students in helping and learning from local communities, we can 
facilitate their development of Habits of Mind as well as promote their sense of belonging and 
civic responsibility.   

McLeod (2017) explains that volunteer activities address the challenges local 
communities face. While in a service-learning project, students use the skills and knowledge that 
they learn in the classroom to help answer these challenges. Lee et al. (2018) underlined that 
“through meaningful relationships with diverse members of linguistically and interculturally 
competent communities, possibilities emerge for engaging in democratic and ethical action” (p. 
181). In my courses focused on developing speaking and listening skills in English for language 
learners (ELLs), I have found numerous opportunities to connect what students do in the 
classroom to the social realities they face outside class. Also, in an introductory orientation-to-
college course for mainly U.S. students (USU 1010: Connections), I help students see how they 
can contribute to the needs of a local community. Sometimes, this is as simple as connecting 
students to one of the resources available on campus (such as an art museum), thus broadening 
their involvement with the local academic community.  

As mentioned above, both approaches (service learning and community-engaged 
teaching) can be grounded in the ideas of the Brazilian educator and scholar Paulo Freire. In 
Pedagogies of the Oppressed, Freire argued against the “banking” model of education, wherein 
knowledge is “deposited” into students’ minds by a sage on the stage. Instead of the banking 
model, Freire proposed to engage students in a critical analysis of social realty. He suggested that 
this approach to education helped students face and resolve problems focused on real-world 
issues. He saw education as being transformational in nature. Education’s main goal, according 
to Freire and other critical education scholars, should be in helping students become themselves 
(Horton et al., 1990; Freire, 1969/2000). Similarly, teaching our students useful Habits of Mind 
helps them become well-rounded citizens of the world.   

I cannot argue that the projects I describe below impact my students in a way that 
profoundly change their lives and the ways they engage with the world around them. But I 
believe that these projects nevertheless make it possible for students to start to develop the 
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Habits of Mind that will lead them to live more meaningful and enriching lives, both at college 
and afterward. 

 

Instructional Contexts of My Work  

 As an educator, I work in various instructional contexts. One of my major areas of 
teaching is working with English language learners in college-level courses. ELL students focus 
on developing their speaking, listening, reading, and writing skills in academic contexts. Another 
area of my work lies in working with freshmen students in USU 1010: Connections. This course 
serves as an orientation to incoming undergraduate students. Among its several objectives, 
Connections aims to cultivate the Habits of Mind that can be helpful for students while in college 
and beyond. The curriculum, for instance, stresses the importance of becoming a lifelong learner, 
cultivating the skills of a good speaker and thinker, and striving to be a responsible community 
member. Lastly, the other area of my work centers on preparing language teachers in the context 
of the master’s program of second-language teaching.  
 

Service-Learning Projects for Language Learners and U.S. Students  

When I first started implementing service learning into my courses, I found the process 
somewhat intimidating and overwhelming. I had to contact local organizations and leaders who 
may benefit from my students’ involvement. It was time-consuming to coordinate students’ 
possible projects, connecting their interests back to course objectives and outcomes. However, at 
the same time, I found that the more I discussed my efforts and projects with others around me, I 
received a great deal of help along the way. For example, as I discussed my service projects with 
current student teachers in a master’s of second-language-teaching course, one of the student 
teachers invited me and my undergraduate students to her elementary school, where extra help 
was always needed. Despite certain challenges with implementing these projects, both my 
students and I found them enriching and gratifying, and as an instructor, I strive to incorporate 
service-learning projects in all my courses.  

Below, I share several examples of service-learning projects that I recently carried out 
with students. Through these service projects, students were able to practice many useful Habits 
of Mind, such as gathering data through all senses, creating, imagining, and innovating, and 
thinking and communicating with clarity and precision. 

The first service-learning project took place in a local preschool on campus. I took a class 
of international and immigrant students to present several projects from their home cultures to 
the younger students at the preschool. Prior to the visit, we visited the preschool director who 
told us about the school’s teaching philosophy. She also shared with the students and me the 
following worksheet to help the students organize their thoughts and carry out the activities they 
had in mind:  

 
Activity Worksheet8 
Students in your group: ……………………….. 
The title for your activity: …………………….. 
The goal for your activity: …………………….. 
Materials required for your activity: 
List the steps you will take to guide the children through the activity: 

1. 

 
8 Courtesy of Mrs. Danielle Jensen Egan, DDE, personal interaction, spring 2020. 
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2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 

The outcome for your activity: ……………………… 
Since my course targeted students’ speaking, listening, and presentation skills, it was 

crucial for these students to present and interact with a real audience. This group of international 
and immigrant students was learning the skills of being good communicators and empathetic 
listeners while mastering a second language (English). Creating short presentations for preschool 
children seemed like a great opportunity and challenge for this group of students. At the same 
time, presenting on various aspects of their home cultures (e.g., food, games, songs) allowed my 
students to feel more confident about their presentations and re-connect to their home identities.  

As recommended in the literature on service learning, it is highly important to let students 
reflect on their service experience as well as collect feedback from community organizations and 
leaders. In terms of the reflection prompts, I asked students to answer the following questions:  

 
1. How did you help the local community? Do you think you did a good job? 
2. What was challenging about the project? What life skills did you learn? 
3. Will you be a more responsible resident/citizen in the future? How can you help 

people around you? 
4. What other service projects can be added to Intensive English Language Institute 

(IELI) classes? What are the urgent needs of this community? 
 

Of particular importance, I believe, is the impact such projects may have on the students 
in our classes. Based on their reflections, I see that many of the Habits of Mind will help these 
students become more involved, reflective, and active members of the world. Here are three 
students’ reflections about the impact of service learning:  

 

• “I will be a more responsible resident in the future. I can help people around me, 
teaching my culture so they are more open-minded. I think some of the needs of 
this community are to know more about different cultures and to know about 
more religions.” 

• “There are so many people out there that need help in this community. There are 
so many needs in this community. So, like share whatever we have like food or 
money with others can help in the community and make a difference and that’s 
what the world is meant to be. Maybe we can find a day and go to an orphanage 
to visit the orphans and show them our love and providing any support.” 

• “I also think they helped us to see how pre-school classes in USA are different 
than in our countries and to develop our English language, which I think is most 
important in this case… Assignment got us closer to the community around 
university because in my opinion children and educational institutions are a 
picture of society and community in many places. … I think IELI program should 
give more service projects like this, where you can interact with the local 
community in a direct way, I think that is also one of the urgent needs of this 
community to get people more closer and familiar to each other.” 

 

Because of this project, the students grew eager to help those around them. This helped 
my students understand their ability to make a positive difference in someone else’s life. While 



 246 

engaging with the local community, students used their critical thinking skills (“some of the 
needs of this community are to know more about different cultures and to know about more 
religions”), empathy (“share whatever we have …and make a difference and that’s what the 
world is meant to be”), and voice (“I think IELI program should give more service projects like 
this”). These are some of the Habits of Mind that educators want to instill in students to help 
them lead successful lives while in college and beyond.  

In addition, I carried out a project involving student digital literacy skills where a 
different class of international and immigrant students created social media posts, both in English 
and their home languages, for the Cache Valley English Language Center in Logan, Utah. 
Through this project, students used some of the digital literacy skills we learned as part of the 
course. By creating these social media posts, students were able to re-connect to their home 
languages and identities. In addition, they were learning to take responsible risks, as posting 
online in the public domain carries a certain level of responsibility (i.e., grammar, vocabulary, 
style, and accuracy of information in posts).  

Finally, another service-learning project that I carried out recently involved a local 
organization called Family Place. This organization provides family counseling, therapy, and 
other similar services at an affordable price to community members. My students helped Family 
Place by making crafts for the children who use their services. While the students appreciated the 
idea of helping a local community organization and vocalized a desire to continue to find ways to 
volunteer in various service projects while in college, many of them did not enjoy the “crafts” 
part of the project, as evidenced in our end-of-course in-class discussion. Despite some of these 
reactions, I was still able to engage students in practicing some helpful Habits of Mind, such as 
gathering data through all senses, creating, imagining, and innovating, and thinking and 
communicating with clarity and precision.  
 

Community-Engaged Teaching  
Apart from service-learning projects, I integrate various educational resources available on 

campus, such as several free and easily accessible museums (see Brown & Arshavskaya, 2019). I 
have worked with the Nora Eccles Harrison Museum of Art (NEHMA) most extensively. 
Discussions of art, especially of modern art, can open students’ minds to artistic and creative ways 
of engaging with the world. Modern art also helps to cultivate such Habits of Mind as responding 
with wonderment and awe. According to Palpacuer Lee (2018), 

 
Revisiting, re-creating, and re-locating invitations to engage with texts at the museum 
could lead to the proliferation of meanings, the development of voice, expertise, and 
authorship beyond the museum walls. Translated into instructional terms, the enactment 
of design-based and art-based multiliteracies teaching practices can empower readers 
with authority over meaning, talk, time, and space. Living ... multiple literacies together 
at the museum created opportunities to engage fully and aesthetically with situated texts, 
along ever expanding, and multiple pathways. (p. 250–251) 
While completing a museum visit, my colleague (Donna Brown, formerly at NEHMA) 

and I ask students to answer several questions when they describe and analyze a piece of art. 
These questions include:  

 
1. What do you see? 
2. What do you think? 
3. What do you wonder about? 
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These questions are framed within the ideas of “slow looking.” Tishman (2017) describes slow 
looking as a collaborative, careful, and thoughtful observation of the world around us. As the 
students wrote their answers to the aforementioned series of questions, they were then asked to 
share what they had written. In this way, we were able to collaboratively construct possible 
interpretations of a particular art object and compare our observations. At the same time, students 
were learning such Habits of Mind as remaining open to continuous learning.  

Considering the different student populations I work with (i.e., international, immigrant, 
native-born U.S.), I strive to make their experiences more meaningful and relevant to their lives 
and identities. In museum visits with a group of international and immigrant students, for 
example, I chose the painting Mongolia’s Moon (Figure 20.1) by Hung Liu, an international 
artist who explores the impact of the Chinese Cultural Revolution. Liu’s artwork confronts issues 
like forced migrations and how individuals face sociocultural and political upheavals and 
changes. As the visit unfolded, the international and immigrant students described and reflected 
on Mongolia’s Moon, often relating this piece to their own experiences in a foreign country (the 
United States) and the people and memories they had left back home.  
 

Figure 20.1  

Mongolia’s Moon, 2004 

 
Note. Hung Liu. Mongolia’s Moon, 2004. Hand-embellished print 
34.5 x 34.875 x 1.5 inches. Gift of Driek and Michael Zirinsky 
Image © Estate of Hung Liu. 
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As a follow-up activity, I ask students to choose another piece of art that they could 
describe and relate to some of the cultural realia in their home countries. The students were able 
to relate to various issues and identities shown in the art museum, with some students focusing 
on social justice issues prevalent in contemporary society. The following excerpt from a 
student’s essay demonstrates these connections: 

 
The African artwork provide a visual form to educate people about racism, discrimination 
and inequality and help us to finally see the reality. It is where they have the opportunity 
to share their thoughts and express their feelings. They continue fighting for respect, 
something they have been fighting for so long since their ancestors. I pray that someday 
all this hate will stop and everyone will come together celebrating the beauty of life and 
live in harmony. I will never stop thinking that the power of love conquers everything.  
 

The art museum became an educational space for the students in the class with a potential to 
cultivate the Habits of Mind that help them become change-makers of tomorrow. The student 
quoted above highlights the importance of understanding and empathy for people with different 
cultural and other kinds of experiences than our own.  

With USU 1010 students, I use a painting by Irving Norman titled Blind Momentum 
(Figure 20.2). He explores and critically comments on the commercialized and less personalized 
nature of current society. During end-of-semester in-class discussions, many of the students 
found the experience at the museum beneficial and interesting. As a follow-up to the visit, I also 
assign students to explore the museum further and to choose a painting that they can connect to 
one of the lessons they learned in the course. The students’ presentations were varied and 
reflected topics ranging from learning about resilience and acceptance to becoming a learner. In 
this way, some of the Habits of Mind that constitute the core of USU 1010 became highlighted, 
visual, and, therefore, more memorable in students’ minds and experiences (i.e., the students 
brainstormed which lesson was the most memorable, how it connects to one of the artworks in 
the museum, and how to present it to their classmates).  
 

Figure 20.2  

Blind Momentum, 1960  
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Note. Irving Norman, American (1906–1989). Blind Momentum, 1960 
Oil on canvas 93.25 x 143 in. (236.855 x 363.22 cm) Gift of the Marie Eccles Caine Foundation 
1989.7. 
 

Discussions With Language Student Teachers  
As mentioned earlier, I discuss service-learning projects with the student teachers I work 

with as part of my teaching in the master’s program of second-language teaching. Some of my 
student teachers become enthusiastic to carry out similar projects with their students. Sometimes 
these MA students’ conversations with cooperating teachers and school administrators even lead 
to new collaborative service-learning projects. One of the student teachers who teaches at a local 
elementary school invited my undergraduate students and me to her class. The student teacher 
wanted us to help their second-grade students with some of the following goals:  

• reading 

• teaching adding suffixes onto words in reading and writing 

• retelling the main details and ideas of a story 

• cultural presentations 

• informational papers/reports 
 

The undergraduate students were eager to help younger learners. My undergraduate 
students designed short activities focusing on the value of patience and respect for diversity 
while incorporating reading skills and some elements of culture. Without a doubt, the short 
activities in a class of younger learners in English allowed the older English learners (my 
students) experience a sense of a real audience. They also helped increase their confidence as 
second-language speakers and presenters.  

https://artmuseum-collection.usu.edu/artist-maker/info/1406?artistName=Irving%20Norman
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While the topics the students selected reflected some of their personal values (patience 
and diversity), the same topics resonated well with a diverse group of second graders at a less 
privileged school. The school features immigrant and refugee students from several countries. 
One of the books selected by my students discusses the value of diversity and can be helpful for 
the older undergraduate students and the younger learners as well in terms of developing a 
stronger identity, personal values, and the helpful Habits of Mind. As a result, again, the students 
were able to develop many of the impactful Habits of Mind that can be helpful for their future 
success as citizens of the global world (e.g., listening with understanding and empathy, 
remaining open to continuous learning).  

At the same time, the student teachers in my graduate course were not unanimous in their 
desire to implement service-learning projects. Some student teachers raised concerns over their 
students not wishing to volunteer their hours to help a community they were not directly part of. 
Others, especially those planning to teach less commonly taught languages, were not sure if they 
could connect their students to the target language communities. While many of these concerns 
sounded valid, we were also able to brainstorm possible solutions such as preparing students for 
service projects to make them more meaningful and using online communities in view of a lack 
of “real” communities in certain situations. In the future, I plan to share with the student teachers 
some resources on Habits of Mind and ask them to brainstorm possible connections to what they 
do or might do in the classroom. 

 

Conclusion 
As an educator, I strongly believe in the value of connecting students to the real-world 

experiences and challenges. As the former first lady of the United States Michelle Obama 
reminds us, “We are not raising children, we are raising adults.” Besides teaching our students 
necessary content and skills, it is also important to teach life skills and Habits of Mind that will 
help them be successful while in college and beyond. The real-world experiences that we as 
teachers can structure and provide to the students seem to be one of the best ways to instill the 
Habits of Mind that can be useful to future change-makers and problem-solvers of tomorrow’s 
world. 

 
  



 251 

References  
Arshavskaya, E. (2020). Service learning. Modern English Teacher, 29(2), 72–73. 
Brown, D., & Arshavskaya, E. (2019). If a picture paints a thousand words… Modern English 

Teacher, 28(3), 55–57.  
Freire, P. (2000). Pedagogy of the oppressed. Continuum. (Original work published 1969) 
Hoffman, M., Richmond, J., Morrow, J., & Salomone, K. (2002). Investigating “sense of 

belonging” in first-year college students. Journal of College Student Retention, 4(3), 
227–56.  

Horton, M., Bell, B., Gaventa, J., & Peters, J. M. (1990). We make the road by walking: 
Conversations on education and social change. Temple University Press. 

Lee, C. P., Curtis, J. H., & Curran, M. E. (2018). Shaping the vision for service-learning in 
language education. Foreign Language Annals, 51, 169–184. https://doi.org/10.1111/fl 
an.12329 

McLeod, A. K. (2017). Service learning and community engagement for English classes. English 
Teaching Forum, 55(3), 20–27. americanenglish.state.gov/english-teaching-forum  

Palpacuer Lee, C. J. (2018). Multiliteracies in action at the art museum. L2 Journal, 10(2), 134–
157.  

Streyhorn, T. L. (2019). College students’ sense of belonging (2nd ed.). Routledge.  
Tishman, S. (2017). Slow looking: The art and practice of learning through observation. 

Routledge.  
 
  

https://doi.org/10.1111/fl%20an.12329
https://doi.org/10.1111/fl%20an.12329


 252 

Chapter 21 

Developing Classroom Management Skills: Leveraging Habits of Mind in Pre-
Service Teacher Education 

Rachel K. Turner 
 

Classroom management plays a major role in teacher retention and attrition within 
elementary schools. Researchers suggest classroom-management issues are one of the leading 
causes for teachers leaving the education field (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003) and are one of the 
leading struggles reported by teachers past and present (Langdon & Vesper, 2000; Goodwin, 
2012; Phi Delta Kappan, 2019). Not unexpectedly, classroom management tends to be a leading 
cause for concern for pre-service and new teachers as well (Bromfield, 2006; Evertson & 
Weinstein, 2006; Sowell, 2017; Uribe-Zarain et al., 2019). Classroom-management skills must 
be developed to keep teachers within the profession.   

Effective classroom management benefits both students and teachers. Researchers found 
that students whose teachers were trained in classroom-management programs led to “positive 
difference in social skills, adaptation to school, school achievement, and parental involvement in 
education” (Seabra-Santos et al., 2022, p. 1078). Additionally, Caldarella et al. (2023) found that 
as praise to reprimand ratios increased so did on-task behavior and grades for students at risk. 
They also reported that disruptive behaviors for some students, such as those at risk for 
emotional disorders, decreased (Caldarella et al., 2023). These results indicate a teacher’s 
classroom-management skills can influence not only student achievement but behavior and 
social skills.  

The following chapter focuses on in-class activities and assignments used to facilitate 
understanding of the areas of classroom management. These areas include building relationships 
with students, finding solutions to problems, dealing with student behavior, and exploring 
educational inequities. The activities discussed allow my students—pre-service teachers—to 
interact with and develop a variety of Habits of Minds, including but not limited to listening with 
understanding and empathy, thinking flexibly, managing impulsivity, and thinking and 
communicating with clarity and precision. Additionally, as these pre-service teachers will be 
entering a diverse classroom makeup in their first classrooms, using Culturally Relevant 
Pedagogy (CRP) and Habits of Mind allows pre-service educators to better understand the needs 
of their students.  
 

The Need for Classroom Management in Pre-Service Teacher Education  
Beginning teachers find student discipline a serious challenge (Evertson & Weinstein, 

2006), leading to the top reason teachers leave the field (Thibodeaux et al., 2015). It is well 
documented that teacher burnout is highly influenced by student discipline problems (Evertson & 
Weinstein, 2006; Ingersoll & Smith, 2003). Pre-service teachers tend to be apprehensive about 
classroom management in their future classrooms (Atici, 2007; Bromfield, 2006; Evertson & 
Weinstein, 2006; Sowell, 2017; Uribe-Zarain et al., 2019).  

When asked what classroom management is, almost half of the pre-service teachers in my 
ELED 5105: Classroom Management & Motivation class respond with answers around 
discipline and student behavior. But classroom management encompasses much more than 
discipline. Classroom management is “to establish and sustain an orderly environment so 
students can engage in meaningful academic learning…[and] to enhance students’ social and 
moral growth” (Evertson & Weinstein, 2006, p. 4). Each of these areas are included in my 
classroom management course, with a particular emphasis on CRP.  
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Culturally Relevant Pedagogy 
 Culturally relevant pedagogy is defined by Ladson-Billings (1995) as a critical pedagogy 
that is “specifically committed to collective, not merely individual empowerment” (p. 16). CRP 
includes three foundational criteria students should experience—student success, cultural 
competence, and critical consciousness (Ladson-Billings, 1995)—as seen in Figure 21.1. 
Teachers can help students be successful by building their academic skills, holding high 
standards for excellence, and engaging them in their own achievement (Ladson-Billings, 1995). 
Cultural competence allows students to “maintain some cultural integrity” (Ladson-Billings, 
1995, p. 160). Teachers can use culture to engage and support students in their educational 
experiences, such as encouraging students’ use of native language, including parents and other 
community members in classroom learning to affirm cultural knowledge, and allowing students 
to bring cultural activities into the classroom. Critical consciousness helps students “develop a 
broader sociopolitical consciousness that allows them to critique the cultural norms, values, 
mores and institutions that produce and maintain inequalities” (Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 162). In 
a classroom, this can look like critiquing knowledge represented in curricular materials or texts, 
analyzing systems of inequality, and solving problems in schools and communities.  

Culturally relevant pedagogy can support effective classroom management in a variety of 
ways. The components of CRP focus on establishing positive relationships between teacher and 
student and strive to create a positive learning environment for all students (Ellerbrock et al., 
2016). The use of CRP also helps teachers identify ways to engage all students through a variety 
of techniques including collaboration, self-reflection, and investigation of inequalities 
(Ellerbrock et al., 2016). While the components of CRP were designed to influence student 
growth, knowledge, and achievement, CRP can also support classroom management by helping 
students be successful, engage in cultural competence, and increase their critical consciousness.  

Figure 21.1 

Components of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy defined by Ladson-Billings (1995) 
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Context of the Course  
Classroom Management & Motivation is a required course for all elementary education 

majors at Utah State University (USU). Before taking the course, students must be admitted to 
the Elementary Education program. Therefore, typically sophomores or juniors enroll in the 
course. The purpose of the course is to provide future teachers with the knowledge and skills 
needed to effectively manage classroom behavior as well as engage and motivate students. The 
course is designed to address the goals described in Figure 21.2.  

 

Figure 21.2 

Classroom Management & Motivation Course Goals 

Goal Expectation  

1 Define and describe principles and procedures related to effective 
classroom management and school-wide behavior systems (i.e., how 
behavior is learned and reinforced at the individual, classroom, and 
school levels). 

2 Design classroom systems to prevent problem behavior and teach and 
reinforce appropriate behavior, including a) organizing and designing 
classrooms to prevent problem behavior, b) explicitly teaching 
appropriate behavior, and c) writing clear and appropriate classroom 
rules. 

3 Describe and evaluate class-wide engagement/motivational strategies, 
including a) techniques for keeping students on-task during a variety of 
classroom activities, b) effective instructional techniques to maximize 

Student Success

academic growth and 
problem sovling skills

Critical 
Consciousness

 identifying 
inequalities and 
working towards 

progress

Cultural 
Competence

appreciation and 
inclusion of all 

cultures
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student engagement, and c) the use of student interests and cultural 
diversity to increase cooperation and engagement. 

4 Learn to collaborate with colleagues, parents, students, and community 
leaders to develop school-wide discipline policies and a safe-school 
program. 

5 Develop strategies for the inclusion and accommodation of students with 
disabilities and students for whom English is not a first language that 
enhance the cooperation and student engagement of all students (i.e., 
methods of differentiating behavioral supports, appropriate 
accommodations to support students with greater behavioral needs). 

6 Recognize and accommodate for children’s development when 
responding to their behavior. 

 
While some educator preparation courses require a field placement component where 

pre-service teachers spend time in a local elementary classroom, Classroom Management & 
Motivation does not. This means my students are not always able to practice or apply the 
management skills they are learning in the course; that is, unless they currently work in a school 
setting as an aide, which some of them do. Research shows that pre-service teachers perceive 
field placements and student teaching as the most influential aspect of their teacher preparation 
programming (Wilson et al., 2001). 

 

My Approach to Classroom Management  
 As an instructor, I strive to build educative experiences for my students that allow them 
to make sense of their own learning. I view myself as a facilitator who provides opportunities for 
my students to discuss and practice what they learn in new and engaging ways. In 2022, I 
restructured Classroom Management & Motivation around the three components of CRP, 
including student learning, cultural competence, and critical consciousness (Ladson-Billings, 
1995). Within each of these components, I designed activities that correspond with course goals 
and objectives. When reviewing these activities, four Habits of Mind are integral to course 
activities centered around CRP: listening with understanding and empathy, thinking flexibly, 
managing impulsivity, and thinking and communicating with clarity and precision. An important 
note is that each activity described below was done within the Classroom Management & 
Motivation course between myself and my pre-service teachers. These activities also served as 
models for the pre-service teachers to implement CRP in their future classrooms.  
 

Listening With Understanding and Empathy  

 An essential Habit of Mind for future teachers to develop is the ability to listen with 
understanding and empathy. Since many future teachers will work with students from different 
backgrounds and experiences, developing what Costa & Kallick (2000) describe as 
understanding one’s own thoughts and responses while also considering others’ thoughts and 
responses is imperative. To listen with understanding and empathy, teachers can pause to ensure 
they listen entirely to the other person, paraphrase what they heard to ensure understanding, and 
probe by asking questions to clarify or better understand (Costa et al., 2022). Through listening 
with understanding with empathy, teachers better understand their students’ needs and 
experiences while simultaneously modeling effective behavior for their students.  
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 To allow pre-service teachers to practice this Habit of Mind, during the second week of 
class and in small groups, students discuss both positive and negative examples they have 
experienced around student misbehavior and teacher response. For some students this may 
include seeing a teacher yell at a student or get angry. For others those experiences directly 
involve themselves as the students. No student is forced to share an experience they do not feel 
comfortable sharing.  

Through the experience, pre-service teachers practice listening with understanding and 
empathy. Prior to the discussion we talk about how these experiences may be hard to share or 
listen to. We also brainstorm appropriate responses that they can use to respond to their peers in 
appropriate ways and what it means to actively listen. We also collaboratively set norms for our 
sharing experience, which typically include aspects such as no interrupting, consider the other 
person’s thoughts and feelings, and plan your words before speaking. 
 

Thinking Flexibly  
 Related to listening with understanding and empathy, the ability to reach beyond typical 
problem-solving methods and try new ways of thinking is what Costa & Kallick (2000) describe 
as “thinking flexibly.” This requires an open mind and willingness to try new things. Thinking 
flexibly also involves listening to others’ points of view (Costa & Kallick, 2000) while allowing 
for understanding of cultural differences. As future teachers of diverse classrooms, pre-service 
teachers are likely to be exposed to students with traumatic experiences. To think flexibly, 
teachers can gather and consider various points of view or perspectives, reflect on the overall 
goal, and consider shifting their actions or thinking processes (Costa et al., 2022). Teachers also 
can try to consider the emotions behind another’s point of view or experience (Costa et al., 
2021).  

Thinking flexibly works in conjuncture with listening with understanding and empathy. 
Listening to student experiences and striving to understand student behavior is essential as a 
teacher builds positive experiences for students. That provides the foundation for being able to 
think flexibly about how to support students.  
 I can also model additional ways for instructors to think flexibly. To support student 
success, for instance, I have learned to think flexibly with assignments and due dates. I allow 
students to turn in assignments as they complete them rather than based on a due date. In the 
syllabus I create an outline of projected due dates to allow students to work on assignments as 
the content is covered. Students do not have points taken off any assignment that is not due at 
that time and can therefore turn in assignments any time during the semester. There are 
instances, such as the Classroom Management Toolbox Draft, where students have a date that 
their assignment needs to be turned in to ensure my feedback. The ability to turn in assignments 
at any time also supports students’ cultural competence, as students may have days of religious 
observance or cultural activities. Rather than setting an arbitrary date that may not work for their 
schedules, I allow students to determine that for themselves. In addition, in class we discuss the 
idea of due dates in regard to homework. We discuss questions such as: Why do teachers enact 
due dates? Why do teachers assign homework? How is homework beneficial to students or not? 
What problems arise within assigning homework? These questions allow us to discuss questions 
around equality. Through this we are engaging in critical consciousness by addressing school 
norms that may not benefit all students.  

I also facilitate pre-service teachers as they are building the Habit of Mind of thinking 
flexibly with scenarios in the classroom-management course. The use of scenarios supports 
student learning as they take previously learned theories and practice solving problems based on 
real-life situations. For example, when discussing setting up classroom procedures, I provide the 
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scenario of a teacher who is having difficulties with students spending too much time on non-
academic tasks such as sharpening pencils. The pre-service teachers work together to think 
flexibly about the problem. They brainstorm why the students may be taking their time and what 
problems that may cause. Then they come up with an action plan, a classroom procedure that 
would allow students to complete the task without taking time away from academics.  

As a class we practice cultural competence by discussing the need for culturally relevant 
pedagogy. We spend a week learning what CRP is and how to enact it in classrooms. We 
practice cultural competence and critical consciousness through scenarios as well. For example, 
when discussing disruptive behaviors in the classroom, I present students with scenarios in the 
form of written examples, dialogue, and video. After examining the evidence, students must first 
make predictions about why the students are acting the way they are. Additionally, they 
investigate what biases or cultural differences may be influencing the student’s and/or teacher’s 
behavior within the scenario. This allows the pre-service teachers to explore not only cultural 
differences but also educational inequalities that may be playing a factor in the scenarios.  
 
 

Managing Impulsivity  
Managing impulsivity requires the ability to consider actions and words thoughtfully and 

deliberately (Costa & Kallick, 2000). Prior to acting, developing a plan or working through an 
issue can better prepare teachers to make more informed decisions (Costa & Kallick, 2000). To 
manage impulsivity, teachers can remain calm while thoughtful and deliberate in their decisions 
and actions (Costa et al., 2022). This helps ensure positive interactions between teachers and 
students.  
 I model managing impulsivity by creating detailed action plans for each week’s lessons. 
Because we talk about difficult topics such as childhood trauma and students’ emotional 
challenges, I want to ensure I have a plan for what activities we will do and how I will discuss 
these topics with pre-service teachers. Additionally, we practice scenarios around teacher 
frustrations where pre-service teachers can practice managing impulses.  
 Managing impulsivity works in conjunction with listening with understanding and 
empathy. Teachers deal with frustrating behaviors that can lead to impulsive reactions. I share 
with my students an experience I had when teaching elementary school. When teaching third 
grade, I had a student who struggled with maintaining control over asking questions. While I did 
not want to hamper his enthusiasm and curiosity, it became frustrating while teaching and 
supporting an entire classroom. I could feel myself getting frustrated and short with this student.  

After reflecting on the situation, I sat down with the student, and we came up with a way 
to better deal with our questions and a better system for me to answer his questions. We created a 
chart that allowed him to evaluate the type of question he had and some action plans prior to 
coming to me. For example, if he had a question about assignment instructions, he had to ask at 
least two other students prior to asking me. Not only did this help the student build a process for 
dealing with his own impulsivity but it also helped me to listen with understanding and empathy 
when he approached me with his questions. This interaction helped the student become more 
successful and created a more positive learning space for him, critical to culturally relevant 
pedagogy.  
 

Communicating With Clarity and Precision 
Another important Habit of Mind that we practice is communicating with clarity and 

precision. This includes communicating accurately in written and oral forms (Costa & Kallick, 
2000). To communicate clearly and precisely, it is important to avoid overgeneralizations, 
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distortions, deletions, and exaggerations (Costa et al., 2021). Teachers must communicate with 
clarity and precision for students to understand content and instructions as well as build 
meaningful relationships with students.  

One of the areas that pre-service teachers tend to be nervous about is interacting with 
parents and families. Whether through parent conferences or daily communication, this can be a 
stressful area for new teachers to navigate. Building the skill of communicating with clarity and 
precision is foundational for teachers as they interact with parents and families.  
 In the course, the pre-service teachers do multiple activities around parental and student 
communication. One of their graded assignments is to write a letter (or newsletter) they would 
send to students and parents welcoming them to their classroom. Their letter must be 
professional and in an easily accessible format while also including the following components:  
 

• Information about themselves and their experience with teaching 

• How they plan to build classroom community 

• How they plan to meet students’ individual needs 

• What types of activities they might see in their classroom 
 

In class, pre-service teachers work together to plan how they will address each of these 
components. Thinking through their explanations helps them with clarity in their writing as well 
as managing impulsivity. Moreover, they peer-review each other’s writing to ensure clarity and 
accuracy of information.   
 Another activity that pre-service teachers engage in is brainstorming classroom 
procedures that need to be addressed within their first few weeks of teaching. Procedures such as 
how to sharpen your pencil, where your backpacks and school items are placed, how to ask 
questions, and when to leave the classroom are just a few of many procedures that teachers teach 
students to ensure an efficient classroom. I model for my pre-service teachers the process of 
creating procedures for one classroom activity, such as entering the classroom in the morning. 
We break it down into parts, including how to enter the classroom, when to enter the classroom, 
and where to place backpacks. This helps the pre-service teachers understand how important it is 
to speak and develop clear expectations for students.  
 

Conclusion   
Classroom management plays a major role in teacher attrition, and as such, it is essential 

that quality classroom-management courses are included within teacher-preparation programs. 
As pre-service teachers will be entering diverse classrooms, culturally relevant pedagogy can 
support their understanding of students as well as student success. Using practices from the 
Habits of Mind framework, including listening with understanding and empathy, thinking 
flexibly, managing impulsivity, and thinking and communicating with clarity and precision, pre-
service teachers will be better prepared to serve their diverse student populations.  
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Chapter 22 

Searching as Learning: A Scaffolded Approach to the Research Paper 
Assignment 

Karin deJonge-Kannan 
 

Somewhere on a university campus, there is a hunched figure working at a computer. The 
person is surrounded by books, papers, beverage cans, and writing utensils. Their fingers 
tap on the keyboard, intermittently coming to a stop when the person’s gaze shifts from 
the screen into the distance. Their torso leans forward, their brow is tense. Frequent 
sighing can be heard. 

 
Did you picture a student? An instructor? When it comes to the research paper 

assignment, this scene could feature either of them, frustrated and dispirited. While it may be 
worthwhile pondering how we got here (see, for example, Freedman & DiPardo, n.d. and 
Murphy & Thaiss, 2020 for a historical perspective on the teaching of writing), in this chapter I 
describe a way out of the frustration for both parties. In a nutshell, this approach shifts the 
emphasis away from the traditional focus on the outcome to a more engaging and satisfying 
focus on the process, particularly the aspect of finding and sifting through sources. I outline the 
structure and rationale of a scaffolded approach to the research paper assignment that I use in a 
2000-level course titled Language & Religion, which uses a sociolinguistic lens to examine the 
lives of ordinary practitioners from a wide range of religious traditions. This course emphasizes 
“diversity within each religious tradition, especially as actually practiced by various adherents” 
(Kuhlken, 2021, p. 216); it has no prerequisites and enrolls students of all majors and 
backgrounds. I describe the design and learning outcomes of the course in greater detail in 
deJonge-Kannan and Lyon (2023).  

Rather than using a textbook, I assign students a scholarly article to read for every class 
period. I made the decision to use scholarly articles when I first began teaching the course and 
was unable to find a suitable, undergraduate-level textbook on the sociolinguistics of religion. 
The benefit of selecting academic articles is that I can easily swap some in or out according to 
students’ interests and course needs in a particular semester. Furthermore, all articles are 
accessed from databases to which the university library subscribes, making these materials zero-
cost for students.  

As they read each article, students write answers to comprehension and reflection 
prompts designed to counteract the trend that “nobody really does the reading” (Bollinger et al., 
2020). The prompts are constructed to help students not only make sense of author claims but 
also to connect details of the text with their own experiences. Thus, from the first week of class, 
students develop familiarity with reading and making sense of academic discourse in the 
sociolinguistics of religion, around which I have designed the research paper assignment.  

My approach to the research paper assignment in this course foregrounds “inquiry as 
learning” (Association of College and Research Libraries, 2015) and incorporates six Habits of 
Mind (Costa & Kallick, 2008), namely questioning and posing problems; persisting; thinking 
flexibly; thinking about your thinking; striving for accuracy; and remaining open to continuous 
learning. Drawing on Eyler’s (2019) framework on how people learn, this approach incorporates 
curiosity, authenticity, and the productive use of failure, resulting in work that students are 
invested in carrying out and instructors are interested in reading.  
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Background 
Students routinely report unrelenting academic, financial, physical, familial, and social 

demands that require their time and attention (Hurst et al., 2013; Linden & Stuart, 2020; Robb, 
2017). The pressure of these many demands may compel students to ration their efforts 
according to task demands (Sharma et al., 2019). When given a chance, students will look for 
shortcuts. When it comes to writing research papers, a shortcut often means writing a paper 
without doing the type of research that helps them gain new insights or develop a nuanced 
perspective on their topic. In fact, students have told me that unless the assignment is structured 
to force a different approach, they usually make up their minds before they start writing, 
reducing their “research” to a quick hunt for sources that support their opinion. In other words, 
students “seek to accomplish tasks as much as possible based on their prior knowledge to 
minimize the effort required” (Vakkari, 2016, p. 8), as they deem “fulfilling a task’s 
requirements as more important than engaging deeply with a topic” (Purdy, 2012). They thus rob 
themselves of an opportunity to learn from the research paper assignment. Moreover, due to lack 
of intellectual depth, the resulting papers tend to be uninspiring for instructors to read and grade. 
The scaffolded approach I explain in this chapter helps students become engaged in searching-
as-learning and in making sense of what they learn. The work that students produce with this 
approach results in less frustration and more enjoyment as instructors review student work. 
 

Approach  
The term “scaffolding” is used in education to refer to a structured approach designed by 

an instructor “so the learner can solve problems or accomplish tasks that would otherwise be out 
of reach” (Reiser, 2004, p. 273). In essence, scaffolding involves breaking down a complex 
learning task into a series of manageable steps, with the instructor guiding and offering feedback 
along the way.  

In Table 1, I summarize the scaffolded approach I have developed, its timeline, and its 
connections with Habits of Mind (Costa & Kallick, 2008). I designed this approach to help 
students experience success by making the process of research paper writing more manageable 
through a series of steps. The process begins with the student’s curiosity (Eyler, 2019), a 
prerequisite for personalized learning (Kallick & Zmuda, 2017). Students receive instructor 
feedback throughout the semester-long process, including opportunities for do-overs without 
penalty, which offer them a chance to make productive use of failure (Eyler, 2019).  
 

Table 1  
Step-By-Step Approach in a 15-Week Semester 
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Stage Week Learning task Habit of Mind 

1 5 Formulating a question Questioning and posing problems 

2 6 Learning how to search Thinking flexibly;  
thinking about your thinking 

3 8 Searching, reading, note-taking, 
Part 1 

Thinking flexibly; persisting;  
striving for accuracy 

4 10 Searching, reading, note-taking, 
Part 2 

Thinking flexibly; persisting; striving 
for accuracy; remaining open to 
continuous learning 

5 12 Synthesizing Thinking about your thinking; 
remaining open to continuous learning 

6 13 Reflecting Thinking about your thinking 

 
Formulating a question (questioning and posing problems) 

As students try to decide in Stage 1 what question they would like to pursue, I encourage 
them to choose any topic they find interesting, as long as it connects to language and religion in 
some way. Freedom to pursue whatever students find interesting offers validation of their 
agency, affirmation of their duty to ask questions, and encouragement to follow their curiosity 
wherever it may lead them. By Week 5 of the 15-week semester, students have learned that 
language refers not only to specific languages, whether vernacular or ancient, but also to key 
concepts, rhetorical frames, principles promoted in sacred texts, debates about social issues, the 
experience of diaspora communities, matters of translation, and so forth. They have also become 
used to read scholarly articles.  

As students ponder what question to ask, I invite them to write what is called a WH-
question, or a question that begins with a word such as why, how, what, etc., and sets students up 
for exploring more broadly than a question that can be answered with “yes” or “no.” Students are 
free to formulate their own question or choose one from a list of sample questions from previous 
semesters. In addition, they are invited to write related questions that may also need to be 
addressed in pursuit of an answer to their research question. 

Frequently, a student’s question springs from a personal connection or previous 
experience, thus incorporating authenticity (Eyler, 2019). As they share their initial question with 
classmates in small groups, they also explain why it interests them. For example, a student who 
heard from a Muslim friend that women living in France were forbidden to wear hijab wanted to 
know “What’s up with Europeans squashing people’s freedom of expression by banning 
headscarves?” Following small group sharing in class, she rephrased her question as “What 
rhetorical frames are used by EU nations that ban headscarves?” She then wrote related questions 
that may help her answer her driving question: “When and why did the banning of headscarves 
start? Are they banned everywhere? How does this rhyme with laws that protect freedom of 
religion, freedom of expression?”  

When students submit their driving question and related questions, I offer feedback to 
help them widen or narrow their scope or sharpen their focus. In the case of the student 
mentioned above, I recommended she clarify what exactly she meant by “headscarf,” given the 
various types of head coverings worn by Muslim females.  

Along with my feedback on their topic of choice, I attach a scan of a relevant journal 
article or book chapter, which I can almost always find in the collection of articles and chapters I 
have curated over the years. Sharing a potentially relevant article or chapter demonstrates two 
things to students: scholars have been looking into this topic (i.e., it is viable) and the instructor 
has taken the time to offer personalized, supportive feedback on their driving question. The latter 
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is part of the caring relationship I aim to establish with each student. I also emphasize they are 
free to discard the article if it does not meet their needs, again promoting agency and authenticity 
(Eyler, 2019). With a topic in mind, students are ready to get into the search process, which 
begins with a library session facilitated by the academic librarian who specializes in languages 
and cultures, among other disciplines. 
 
Learning how to search (thinking flexibly; thinking about your thinking) 

Stage 2 consists of a 75-minute library session designed to achieve three goals: a) 
illustrate the key features of scholarly sources, b) demonstrate the differences between searching 
with Google Scholar and searching with the library’s databases, and c) guide students through a 
sample search using key terms, synonyms, and Boolean operators. Before attending the library 
session, students are expected to read “Secondary Sources in their Natural Habitat of Guptill” 
(Guptill, 2018), which is a student-friendly orientation to the type of sources students will be 
focusing on in their library search. Their time with the subject librarian is designed to challenge 
students’ “common assumption that everything is available online through Google” (Hooper & 
Scharf, 2017, p. 86) and to “alleviate the library anxiety of learners and empower them to 
become better students” (Cooke, 2010, p. 208).  

In a classroom with a computer terminal for every student, the subject librarian 
introduces students to the tools and techniques that will help them search effectively on their 
chosen topic. After following along with the librarian’s sample search on the topic of speaking in 
tongues / glossolalia, students begin their own searches while the librarian and I are available to 
support and assist. Being able to call on the librarian and me as they get stuck or have questions 
enables students to course correct or try a different approach, thus developing their ability to 
think flexibly and make productive use of failure (Eyler, 2019) in a supportive environment. 
After all, “one of the beautiful things about science is that it allows us to bumble along, getting it 
wrong time after time, and feel perfectly fine as long as we learn something each time” 
(Schwartz, 2008, p. 1771).  

At the end of our time with the librarian, students submit an exit ticket (Leigh, 2012; 
Marzano, 2012), stating three new insights they learned from the session or things they wish to 
remember regarding library searching. The exit ticket serves as a brief formative assessment that 
guides students to reflect on their learning (i.e., to think about their thinking). By the end of the 
library session, students have usually found at least a handful of sources to begin reading as they 
look for information and insights that will help them answer their research question. 
 
Searching and note-taking (Thinking Flexibly; Persisting; Striving for Accuracy) 

Stage 3 is designed around the principle of “research as inquiry,” one of the guiding 
frames for information literacy in higher education advocated by the Association of College and 
Research Libraries (2015). As they explore databases of scholarly works and play around with 
search terms and Boolean operators, students assess search results on relevance to their research 
question. They quickly realize that no single article or chapter lays out a tidy answer to their 
research question and that they need to keep reading so they can combine bits and pieces of 
various sources to arrive at a nuanced answer. In other words, they practice staying open to 
continuous learning. Articulating their rationale for keeping or discarding a source offers 
students a way to document their search process and the various databases and search terms they 
used to locate sources. This approach foregrounds the process of searching-as-learning, 
emphasizes the value of thinking flexibly, and keeps students thinking about their thinking. 

For each source they locate, students generate three things: an assessment of its relevance 
to the research question, its full citation, and at least five bullet points of key things they want to 
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remember from each source they decide to keep. Throughout the process of “making sense of, 
structuring, and manipulating search results and sources” (Vakkari, 2016, p. 16), students type 
their notes. 

The work that students submit for this stage of the research paper assignment contains 
three sections: an introduction with their rationale for their interest in the topic; their research 
question, which they are welcome to tweak as they learn more; and their notes for all the sources 
they accessed during the first round of searching. Students must supply complete and accurate 
citations. They are also expected to submit notes on a minimum of five sources that they plan to 
keep. Their notes can include whatever they found meaningful or relevant in the source, as it 
pertains to their research question. With this freedom, students can operate with authenticity 
(Eyler, 2019) according to their own meaning-making process. 

I review student work for this phase of the research paper assignment with three goals in 
mind. First, I want to make sure students use only scholarly journals and academic books to 
gather components of the answer to their research question. Second, I count whether students 
have the minimum five sources they plan to keep in their research papers. And third, I verify that 
they have the expected quantity of notes for each source.  

For any aspect not meeting expectations, I offer students detailed feedback on how to 
improve their work and the opportunity to re-do and resubmit without penalty. For example, 
when students access web pages operated by a religious organization, I point out that while these 
are a great resource, they do not meet the requirement for the assignment, in that they do not 
feature citations or references to scholarly work. Similarly, when students use magazine or news 
articles, I draw their attention to the absence of citations and references and invite them to find 
additional sources that do meet the assignment criteria. In these communications, I make it clear 
that their errors are no big deal; students can revise and resubmit their work without negative 
repercussions. Emphasizing a no-penalty attitude toward areas where students missed the mark 
keeps the focus on learning.  

As most students are at best vaguely familiar with APA format for citing and referencing, 
I do not insist on impeccable compliance with such details as capitalization and italics. I do, 
however, demand completeness and accuracy of all components of a citation. Striving for 
accuracy in this way serves not only their readers, but also the writers themselves, as they will be 
able to locate and re-read sources when they had not saved the article and when neither a URL 
nor a search function link—both known to be unstable over time (Davis, 2016)—offers a reliable 
route back. 

My feedback on Stage 3 helps students to develop their ability to think about their 
searching, persist, and learn from mistakes. I personalize comments on their work and offer 
encouragement to keep them motivated. 
 
Continued Searching and note-taking (Thinking Flexibly; Persisting; Striving for Accuracy) 

 
Using feedback on Stage 3, students continue their work of searching and note-taking 

while adding to the same document submitted for Stage 3 (or its revision). The success students 
experienced in the previous stage, combined with my feedback, helps them proceed with greater 
confidence as they get deeper into their topic. I remain available for consultation, although most 
students need little support during Stage 4. Research has shown that when people repeat a task 
similar to a previous one, they can extrapolate from what they learned previously to develop 
greater skill and confidence (Fadde & Klein, 2010; Jung et al., 2016).  

The more sources that students read, the more they realize that the contributions of an 
array of voices help them develop a nuanced perspective on their topic. As they build their 
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collection of sources, they experience the wisdom of using a citation manager to keep accurate 
records (modeled by the librarian) if they wish to re-read sources accessed previously.  

The work that students submit for Stage 4 of the research paper assignment is a 
continuation of the work submitted for Stage 3—complete citations and a set of notes on a 
minimum of five additional sources that they plan to keep for their research paper. I review 
students’ submissions using the same criteria as for Stage 3. As before, any portion of their work 
not meeting expectations can be re-done and resubmitted without penalty. Having thus gathered 
information from 10 scholarly sources on their topic, students are ready to review their notes and 
synthesize an answer to their research question, even if gaps remain. 
 
Synthesizing (Remaining Open to Continuous Learning) 

Stage 5 requires students to review their notes and write a short paper in which they 
articulate what they have learned in pursuit of an answer to their research question. The 
assignment description emphasizes that this paper should not be a string of summaries but 
instead students’ own synthesis. I also tell students that being unable to come up with a tidy 
answer after reading only 10 sources is both possible and permissible. Without pressure to have a 
solid answer to their question, students have the freedom to remain open to continuous learning. 
Students are encouraged to include in their synthesis a section in which they describe as-yet 
unresolved aspects of their question and gaps remaining in their understanding of the topic. As 
they think about their thinking, they realize there is more to learn.  

Students add their synthesis to the document they submitted previously. Expectations for 
the synthesis are that it must contain an integrated representation of what students learned about 
their topic (i.e., it cannot be a string of summaries), that it cites between six and ten of the 
sources for which they wrote notes in Stages 3 and 4, and that it includes a section on what they 
do not have clarity on at this point.  

I review student work for Stage 5 against these criteria and offer detailed, personalized 
feedback for any portions not meeting expectations. As before, students are invited to re-do and 
resubmit any parts that do not meet expectations. What they end up with at this point is certainly 
not a paper that would meet the standard definition of a well-crafted research paper with a thesis 
statement controlling the structure. However, the synthesis could be expanded upon and revised 
to become a standard research paper. In fact, in the field of writing studies, some have argued 
that one semester is insufficient and have suggested that “two-course writing sequences are 
valuable because they extend the time that students focus on developing as writers and 
researchers” (Sura, 2015). While important, these considerations are outside the current scope 
and focus for this one-semester, entry-level course. 

Following Stage 5, students have one final opportunity to think about their thinking as 
they reflect upon their experience with the research process. 
 
Reflecting (Thinking about your Thinking) 

The final stage of the multi-phase assignment is a two-page reflection on the research 
process, in which the students write about their setbacks and successes, and especially what they 
learned about themselves, their habits, and their potential. Almost all students express something 
akin to what Schwartz (2008), lauding the importance of acknowledging ignorance, describes 
upon realizing that 

 
the scope of things I didn’t know wasn’t merely vast; it was, for all practical purposes, 
infinite. That realization, instead of being discouraging, was liberating. If our ignorance is 
infinite, the only possible course of action is to muddle through as best we can.…One of 
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the beautiful things about science is that it allows us to bumble along…and feel perfectly 
fine as long as we learn something each time. (p. 1171) 

 
Indeed, the process of searching-to-learn includes for many students some level of 

frustration over dead ends and dissatisfaction with their research skills. Nevertheless, most 
students find my scaffolded approach an empowering and engaging way to conduct and learn 
from library research. Many say that, in contrast to writing assignments they have done for other 
courses, they were “actually able to learn” through the steps they followed in my course, 
especially because they were allowed to choose a topic that matters to them and to follow their 
curiosity wherever it led them. They appreciate receiving detailed, supportive feedback along the 
way and experiencing success step-by-step. They remark on the joy of discovering how much 
there is still to learn. While they have practiced searching as learning, they developed Habits of 
Mind that will benefit them in their other courses and beyond college.  

I will close this section with a selection of student comments submitted on anonymous 
course evaluations administered by the university at the end of the semester. 

“The research project was a great opportunity for me to learn about what I was interested in 
personally. It was a lot of work, but I was really pleased about what I was able to find and put 
together.” (spring 2020) 

 “I enjoyed the research project. It taught me a new way to do research papers.” (spring 2020) 

“The research project was excellent and gave me a great experience in research writing that I 
hadn’t done before.” (fall 2020) 

“I thought the research project was well done.” (spring 2021) 

“I liked the setup of the research project a lot!” (spring 2021) 

“I loved the freedom of the research project.” (fall 2021) 

“I feel like I’ve developed skills that I’ll need in every life aspect.” (fall 2021) 

 “I really enjoyed the broken-up process of the research project and that it allowed me to dive 
deeper into a new topic.” (spring 2022) 

 “I really appreciated how you re-engineered our research project. I learned so much from 
just that one project that I have been able to apply what I have learned in this class to other 
projects and research papers. I feel like I am actually learning something from what I am 
researching. Thank you!” (fall 2022) 

Limitations 
 While the approach I have described works in my course and for my students, it may not 
work in other contexts. First, I use this method in a course with a manageable number of 
students, typically between 25 and 30. High-enrollment courses may not lend themselves well to 
the frequent rounds of feedback that make this process work. Second, as I do not specialize in 
writing studies or in library science, I readily acknowledge that colleagues in those fields may 
find my approach lacking. Third, what students produce at the end is only the first draft of a 
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potentially solid research paper. Nevertheless, I believe that producing this draft is the 
culmination of meaningful cycles of searching, learning, synthesizing, and reflecting in ways that 
are engaging and meaningful to the students.  
 

Conclusion 
I have offered a practical, step-by-step description that others may wish to experiment 

with if they are interested in creating a context in which students can learn as they fan the flames 
of their own curiosity by searching for bits and pieces of the answer to a question they find 
interesting. The approach I have described offers several benefits: it disrupts students’ default 
mode of making up their minds before they start writing; it offers them a step-by-step process for 
engaging with scholarly sources; it engages them in searching to learn; it prevents them from 
using a paper generated by artificial intelligence or another human being; and it gives students 
and instructor various touch points to communicate about process and progress.  

With the opportunity to state and subsequently tweak their question, the freedom to go 
where their curiosity takes them, and multiple chances to improve their work without penalty, 
students immerse themselves in the work of searching and note-taking for the sake of learning. 
Most students come into the course with little previous exposure to scholarly sources in the 
social sciences; however, when they reflect on their research process, especially its trials and 
triumphs, and what they learned about themselves, their habits, and their potential, they tend to 
offer positive comments. Just as importantly, it is satisfying for me as the instructor to learn with 
and from students as I coach them in their searching and learning and help them develop Habits 
of Mind that will benefit them long after the course is over. 
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Afterword 
 

Utah State University (USU) instructors are committed to developing the Habits of Mind 
that can help students achieve academic, career, and personal success. Many instructors have 
designed entire courses around Habits of Mind. Others have incorporated Habits of Mind into 
specific assessments. And some instructors have created course policies that align strongly with 
the Habits of Mind learning framework. The work highlighted in this edited collection 
demonstrates how seriously USU takes its mission to educate our students. 

As Utah’s only land-grant university, USU has an important mission to serve the 
emerging and rapidly changing needs of Utahans by providing equitable access to higher 
education. The Habits of Mind framework can assist instructors in meeting our students’ needs. 
As our state continues to grow and to diversity, we know that many of our students will continue 
to come from disparate backgrounds with various levels of preparation for higher education. If 
we meet students where they are, all while developing their Habits of Mind, USU instructors will 
continue to thrive as transformative educators. We will satisfy our mission to the state we serve. 

Habits of Mind: Designing Courses for Student Success offers a snapshot into the kinds 
of skills-based and intentional teaching happening at USU. We enthusiastically encourage other 
institutions of higher learning to look at USU and the practices outlined in this edited collection. 
We believe that the teaching approaches highlighted in this book provide models for how to 
structure a community of learners devoted to fostering study skills, academic competencies, and 
educational success. 
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