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Welcome to CT State Community College! You are about to embark on a great journey teaching the 

most diverse students in the world. We find teaching in a community college the most rewarding we 

have ever done; we get to make a huge difference in some students’ lives. Being a community college 

teacher is very different from being a university or even 4-year college teacher. But, when we get it right, 

when students really learn something important to their future, when we see a few more students succeed 

in spite of the circumstances they face – what a wonderful feeling! 

 

What kind of teacher do you want to be? Decent? Good? Great? 

 

Okay, do you want the bad news first, or the good news? Let’s try good news! The good news is that by 

following a few tips and learning a few techniques, you can become a decent community college teacher.  

Now, the bad news. To become a good community college teacher requires a lot of hard work. A LOT. 

Let’s get started. 

 

We all like to think we are pretty decent teachers already just by being ourselves, but good teaching is 

more than personality, instinct, or even experience: it is intentional. By making intentional choices 

about your teaching, you have the power to move your teaching to a much higher level. 

 

Have you thought of your overall goal as a community college teacher? How about this: 

 
To create a positive, professional, productive and beneficial learning environment for as many students as 

possible. 

 

This means that, rather than seeing our role as weeding out people not yet ready for college, we see our role 

as helping a few more be successful than a decent teacher would. Just a few more. But, what if each of us got 

a few more? Each class. Each semester. 

 

Components of Success 

• Use Your Time and Energy Productively 

• Structure Your Course For Student Success 

• Plan Lessons for Student Success 

• Nail the First Class 

• Make Grading Support Student Learning 

• Over Prepare 

• Whoops: Learning from things that didn’t go as planned 

 

 

 



Using Your Time and Energy Productively 

You cannot be your best if you are stressed with last-minute complications and the nuts and bolts of 

teaching. Eliminate many of these distractions so you can focus upon creating the best learning environment 

you can. Here are some suggestions to help you use your time and energy productively.  

 

Ahead of time 
Go to the college a week ahead of your course, copy everything you will need for 3 weeks, check out the 

latest room assignments to see if your classroom has been changed. Check out the room, but don’t 

expect it to be set-up exactly the same when you arrive. Check the number of seats in the room, the 

classroom technology (sometimes rooms have different setups) and the number of students in the class.  

  

MyCTState 
The portal that lets you access student records, view and print your class list, and do other things. For 

now, view and print your class roster. You will probably have students adding and dropping your class 

during the first couple of weeks, so probably print a couple of times. 

 

Blackboard 
Unless you are experienced with using Blackboard, the online learning platform, and have completed the 

required training, start by using it simply as an electronic filing cabinet. You can learn how to create an 

announcement, how to create folders and how to upload files in less than a half hour. Post your syllabus 

and assignment sheet, all updates, and information you pass out in class. Remind your students often 

that course “nuts and bolts” are online (what a great name for the first folder “Nuts and Bolts”!). Leave 

more sophisticated ways to use Blackboard to the future. 

 

Whiteboards 
Using a whiteboard in class? Throw a couple of markers and an eraser into your briefcase, and take them 

with you after every class, else they disappear. Trust us. Murphy’s Law, avoided. 

 

Create a “Hand In” and “Hand Back” system 
Get 9 x 12 envelopes for all students (ask the program coordinator or department chair if there is a place to  

obtain office supplies). In the first class have students print their last name in large letters on one. Place 

them all into a folder. Tell them all material you hand back will be placed in their envelope and will be in 

the “Hand Back” folder 15 minutes before class. It is up to them to pick their envelope up, take their 

material out, and at the end of class, to leave their envelope with everything they are supposed to hand 

in for that class, in the “Hand In” folder. 

 

Syllabus 
A syllabus is the “rules of the road” for your course. Start building your syllabus by using the CTSTATE 

template. Ask the department chair or program coordinator for a recent course syllabus and a syllabus 

they consider to be an excellent one for you to model. 

 

If possible, separate the class schedule of assignments (the readings and other homework assignments for  

each class period) and the syllabus. At least staple it as the first page – not the last. 

  

Now, do something different for YOUR course. Leave a bit of extra space on the first page of your syllabus for 

you to write “Welcome to our course” and sign your name (with whatever name you wish your students to 

call you – “Professor Lincoln” or “Abe Lincoln” for example). You are different – correct? Demonstrate this to 

your students right away. 

 

 



Accommodate Faculty Portal 
Review your email before and after class regularly to be on the lookout for accommodation letters sent to 

you through this portal. You will receive a letter for each student with the approved accommodations by 

the ODAS (Office of Disability and Accessibility Services). While it is the student’s responsibility to discuss 

accommodations with you, inviting them to a discussion will help facilitate the process. Remember, the 

first few weeks of college are daunting for ALL students. The invitation is an expression of care that sets 

the tone for an inclusive learning experience. 

 

ODAS campus leads are a great resource for clarification. The letter may have been initiated by an ODAS 

lead from the student’s primary campus which may be a different campus than the one that course is offered 

on. 

 

Be sure to read and sign each letter.  

ODAS Campus leads: https://ctstate.edu/life-at-ct-state/odas#campus  

 

Structure Your Class for Student Success 

Many beginning teachers focus on how to perform best in the classroom. But much of what happens in the  

classroom is based upon how you set up situations ahead of time. 

 
Creating a class culture that focuses on both learning and success is your job. Structure as many things as possible 

so that it is easy for students to do what you want them to do – do the reading each week, take useful notes, 

identify questions they have, help each other, and learn as much as they can. Set up your systems so that 

students who move “off-track” know it right away. 

 

Class Times 
Start class on time and end when the class is supposed to end, not early. End early once or twice and 

students will always expect it, just watch them start to pack up their books! When you let students out 

early regularly, you undermine the connection that is the basis of credit hours and class learning time. 

 

To get everyone into seats on time, do something at the beginning of class that 

is graded. At the beginning, as in right after “Hi, everyone – glad to see you 

and hope you all had a good week. Time to … [do whatever you do at the very beginning of class – see 

‘open note quizzes’ in the index for one idea]”. Keep them engaged for the entire class period by doing 

something at the end that counts and contributes to their understanding of the material (See “Ending class” 

below for one idea). 

 

Taking notes in class: If you want students to take notes in class, show them how. You can provide a 

notetaking guide, demonstrate your method of notetaking or at the end of the first-class hand out the notes 

you would have taken, had you been a student; this gives them a model to follow. Also show students how 

to take notes from the reading (use a simple system such as “red for major headings”, then “green for 

subheadings”, then “black for the points you want to remember”).  

 

Get everyone actively engage at the start of each class 
Consider giving brief quizzes at the start of each class. Give no more than 5 questions on key points from 

the assigned the readings or material covered in the previous class that you can grade in a minute per 

quiz. Take care of the “I got into a traffic jam and could not get here in time for the quiz, plus my 

grandfather had a heart attack” by automatically throwing out the lowest grade, so students do not worry  

if they have one problem, life does happen. Check the Resources section below for more ideas on 
flexible and alternative grading techniques. 

 

 

https://ctstate.edu/life-at-ct-state/odas#campus


Ending class 
Within the last 10 – 20 minutes of class, do something that students will hand in. Have them do a class 

summary or identify what they consider the 5 key points to be, or identify one question they think some 

students will have about the lesson (if you are REALLY into this, look up Brookfield’s Critical Incident 

Questionnaire and use it). Something you can quickly glance through, that will also give you an idea of 

what they are learning. Make sure students know this contributes to their grade so they get rewarded for 

being at both the beginning and end of class. 

 

Always review their submissions and if possible, start the next class by addressing the comments and/or 

questions they submitted. It closes the loop of communication and shows students that they are key 

contributors to the learning process. 

 

Study Buddies 
Strongly suggest that everyone get 1 – 3 “study buddies” – students they will regularly be in contact with 

to share ideas about what is important in the reading, check assignments due, remind each other what is 

necessary, go over class notes. This helps students build responsibility and removes you as “Class 

Reminder”. 

 

Move students 
Figure a way to move students several times during the course so they are not sitting with their buddies, 

which may not be a good thing! Do it in the first class, then perhaps after 4 more classes, then again after 4 

classes. 

 

Don’t cover the book 
This may sound odd and probably will not fit with course PowerPoints and other materials that you may 

be given by the publisher of a text. But, if you cover everything in the readings for the week, why should 

they? Plus, it is boring for those students who really did study the reading. 

 

Instead, look back at the course outcomes. Examine what the outcomes are for the particular reading for 

the week. Determine what your 3, or if you MUST – 5, key points are, tying them in with the overall 

course outcomes. Make the connections explicit in your teaching – keep telling students “this is important”  
and “do you see how this connects with XXX outcome for the course”. 

 

Work on some exercises for them to do that will reinforce the 3 key points. Reading something creates 

some learning. Writing notes about it helps. Reviewing the material in class, with your own examples 

will add more. Having them do something with the material will reinforce that learning. 

 

Do go through all the reading, but you do not need to cover it all. “Does anyone have any questions about 

Attribution Theory?” or “Do I need to go over the rules for using colons?” is enough of a prompt. Let them 

ask questions. 

 

Student questions 
Most students do not ask questions on their own. In fact, one of the key things many college faculty do is  

to teach students how to know they have a question and how to ask a question. Also, a few students 

usually dominate both the asking of questions and the answering of questions. 

Neither is healthy for all students. 

 

When you ask your students a question, establish as a norm that everyone waits at least 15 seconds to 

give all a chance to think. Establish another norm that you will pick the person to answer, no one will 

shout out an answer. Establish another norm that you expect everyone to answer questions. To 
accomplish this without embarrassing shy students, when asking significant questions, allow students to 

talk with 1 – 2 others to see if they have a good group answer. Establish the norm that you will ask 

different students to respond with their group’s thoughts. 

 



You can use the same idea when asking if there are any questions on a section of the reading. Allow 

students 4 minutes to consult with 1 – 2 others and then ask for the group response. 

 

Not everything you try will always work, just keep trying and students will appreciate your interest in 

their engagement and contributions. 

 

Modeling learning. Admit when you do not know the answer to something. You are not supposed to know 

everything. This gives you a chance to do some research and show students your answer in the next class.  

 

Lesson Planning 
Our tendency as teachers is to explain, to talk, and to use PowerPoints and videos to give examples. The  

bad news is that most students lose focus quickly. Go ahead, try to listen to a lecture or a PowerPoint 

about something you know little about. How long do you passively pay attention? 

 

Set a timer in your head. No lecturing, no PowerPoint or video for more than 10 minutes before you have 

students do something. 

 

Here is the easiest lesson planning tool we know – BOPPPS*. Use this system for all of your class periods. 

 

• Bridge-in: How does what you are going to cover today relate to what you covered before, why 

is it important. Keep it SHORT. 

• Objectives: Identify clear objectives for the lesson. What will students know, be able to do when 

done? After mid-term, have them help with the objectives. Shoot for 3 key topics per class. 

• Pre-Test: What do students already know about the subject? 

• Present: Develop interactive activities for students to make sense of the material. No talking 

longer than 10 – 12 minutes. Most of our students need to be actively engaged to learn best. 

Listening to abstract information, watching endless PowerPoints, and sitting passively is not 

helpful. Connecting content to your students’ lives will also increase engagement. 

• Post-Test: How will you measure whether students understood the lesson (perhaps combine with 

the next one) – again, after mid-term, have students help with this one. 

• Summary: Start by doing a summary yourself, show students how to do it, then have them write 

their own summary. 
*Interested in practicing this more? CFT offers great Instructional Skills Workshops (ISW). Contact your campus TLC! 

That first class 

Welcome 
Show up ahead of time. Get all your stuff organized. Write 

“Welcome to … [your course]” and sign whatever name you want students to call you on the board.  Greet 

students as they come in. Invite them to pick up a syllabus and assignment sheet and read it.  

 

Get them involved 
Most of us talk too much. Even in the first class, keep breaking things up with activities for them to do. 

 

Get students to read the syllabus 
Rather than go through the syllabus yourself in the first class, boring – boring, give students a reason to look 

carefully at it. Have them review the syllabus and pretend they are giving a quiz on the syllabus. Each 

one has 5 minutes to write two quiz questions. 

 

Then, pair them up and have each pair take 8 minutes to develop 5 quiz questions. After that, spend 
time having students share one question with the class and make sure it is answered. 

 

Do the same exercise with why your course is important to students. Come prepared to show them ways 

that the course is important and how their learning is relevant to authentic field and academic and life 



experiences. Ask them to take 10 minutes to review the chapter headings in the text, or the subjects of 

your assignments and then identify 3 reasons why the course content is important. Call time and pair 

them up again, preferably with someone different, to take 10 minutes to come up with 5 reasons why 

the course is important. Review as a class. 

Be human 
Tell students something about you and your career. Even better, let them develop some questions in 

groups of 2-3 and then ask you. No more than 12 – 15 minutes. Remember to work in something about 

you in each class – but only one thing. The purpose of the class is not to have you tell your stories! And, 

that also means stories about the course content. Keep them short and to the point! 

Student names: Ask students to use their first name and state their preferred pronouns when they first 

say something in class and then repeat their name. Learning student names is hard, but it establishes a 

personal interaction that forces them to see you as a person. If you have the materials, have them create 

paper name tents. 

 

Class Agenda 
Put your agenda for the class on the Board and ask students to review it. Provide only enough detail so 

that they know the subjects to be covered and give yourself plenty of time for student questions. Doing 

this every class gives students a chance to ask you to cover something else, or to comment that they 

need to review past content. 

 

Student Information Sheet 
Have students fill out a personal information sheet, including how you can know who they are when you 

look out at the class. The more you know about them, the more you can use that information in a positive 

way in class. Why are they in this course? Do they work – where – how much? Where do they live? Have 

they always lived in this area? What is their primary campus? What has helped them be successful in courses 

in the past? What has gotten in the way of their learning? What worries them about the course? 

 

Look at the great information you will get to be able to personalize some comments, and assistance! 

And, a bonus. Share a general summary with your students. For example, 14 of you have always lived in 

this area, 12 do not like to speak in front of others, 7 asked for more time for tests, 8 are non-native 

English speakers, etc. This helps students realize they are not alone – that others have some of the same 

concerns and issues that they have. Remind them that each campus has different supports and contacts 

for them, and provide some examples so that they are informed. For example - advisors, food pantry, 

tutoring, etc. 

 

Consider employing an online survey program where students can use their phones or tablets to provide 

anonymous information that then is instantly put onto charts and graphs you can project. 

 

Move yourself 
Establish right away (and each week) that the room is YOUR room by moving all over.  Talk from the side, 

talk from the back. Give in-class projects and walk around. Be careful of desks or tables at the front of the 

class, they will limit your mobility unless you consciously move. Do this in the first class and every class 

after that. 

 

Cell phones 
Establish your cell phone rules early and enforce them consistently. Make sure to put them in your 

syllabus. Students almost never need to access their phones for personal use during class.  

 

AI Policy 
Address the elephant in the room. How should it be used in your course? This will depend on your 
discipline, learning outcomes and pedagogical preferences. This is an opportunity to guide your 

students on appropriate uses. If you have an AI policy for your course, it should be articulated in your 

syllabus. 

 



 



Grading 

If your department allows people to design their own evaluation system, great! Even so, they might have 

some aspects that must be included (a short paper, for example, or a mid-term and final examination). Check 

with your department chair. 

 

Use multiple forms of assessment to determine what your students have learned. Be sure to include low-

stakes assessments along with your high-stakes assessments (exams). Consider alternative grading 

methods that allow students to demonstrate growth in the course and mastery of the material. See the 

resources section for links to alternative grading resources.  

 

If there is no short paper required or even if there is, consider having students write a reflection on 

something in the course or a self-assessment. If you don’t feel comfortable grading grammar because 

you don’t have time to teach it, you can still hold students accountable for basic college-level writing 

and suggest/refer them to work with tutors in your Writing Center or Student Skills Center. Only 

comment on the very egregious problems in their writing. 

 

For first-level courses, it might be something fairly easy, such as a personal analysis based upon 

information gleaned during the course, or a “learning-reaction paper” where they explain some things 

they have learned and then identify how it might impact their life in the near and distant future. 

Use multiple forms of assessment to determine what your students have learned. Be sure to include low-

stakes assessments along with your high-stakes assessments (exams). 

 

For tests, most “objective” tests (T-F, multiple choice, etc.) assess a basic level of understanding. Consider 

creating questions that assess higher-level thinking (i.e., application, analysis, evaluation). Check out the 

Resources list at the end of this handbook for ways to create higher-level thinking multiple choice tests. 

Even if you do, consider adding one or two short-answer questions (long-answer questions if the course 

is advanced!) to get students thinking and applying concepts. 

 

Consider allowing students to make notes from the reading and class to use on the test. Or consider 

allowing students to do a "data dump" on a sheet of paper just before the start of the exam. Give them a 

blank piece of paper and ask them to write down everything they are trying to hold in their head. Then 

let them refer to their data dump as they take the exam. 

 

Show students regularly how to organize them for maximum use. For example, perhaps you want them 

to only use the left side of the paper for reading notes, so they can add class notes on the same subject 

on the right side. Using notes on tests reinforces how important notes are. If you do this, consider telling 

them to read their notes, out loud, several times the week before the test and the day before the test – it 

helps “fix” ideas in their mind so they use the material for your question. And, remember, now your 

question can be application-oriented, rather than simply content-specific. 

 

Arranging your course for student success does not mean making it too easy. Hold your standards, just 

make it likely that students will be able to jump onto the right path and feel comfortable asking for help 

when they are struggling. Discard the idea of grading on a curve – give people the grades they have 

earned. If all get A’s and B’s and you believe you have made the course sufficiently hard, so be it. 

 

Over prepare 
Have activities that you can go to at any time – energize a class, change up the routine, deal with 

unexpected extra time – whenever you need them. All result in information about what students are 

understanding. Consider doing some of these after the middle of the course when students may be 

falling into a routine in your course. 

 

Key Points 
Have students work in groups of 2 – 4 to identify the 5 key points in the readings, and 2 reasons why 

each is a key point. 



 

Visualize it 
Have students alone or in groups of 2 – 4 draw a diagram that illustrates some key points, suggest no 

more than 5 words. 

 

You explain it 
Have students alone or in small groups explain a key concept, or several key concepts in their own 

language. 

 

What if 
Have students in groups of 2 – 3 play out the ramifications of something, “What if George Washington had  

refused to be first President of the USA” for an American History course or “what if water molecules were 

not sticky” for a biology course, or “what if everyone had a personal robot” for a sociology course. 

 

Your examples 
Have students, alone or in small groups, provide good examples for several key concepts in the class. 

 

Key So Far 
Any time after the middle of the semester, have students alone or in small groups identify the 5 key 

concepts in the course so far. 

 

Think-Pair-Share 
Ask a question and have students jot down their responses, then have them pair up with another student 

and discuss their answers, finally have all or some of the pairs of students share their responses to the 

question. 

 

Linking Ideas 
After showing students how to link ideas in the readings, have them – alone or in a group of 3 – 4, draw a 

diagram linking key points for the past 2 – 3 classes. 

 

Dump These 
Either alone or in small groups, have students identify 4 subjects in the most recent readings which are 

absolutely not necessary for them to know right now, with a reason for each choice.  

 

Applications 
Have students identify how they can actually use the information they have learned in class in their life in  

the next month. 

 

Student feedback 
Have students identify one major thing you do in class that helps them learn and one thing you do in class 

that they feel gets in the way of their learning (this gives you good feedback also).  Go over the high points 

in the next class and identify how you are trying to change the class if many students wrote similar things. 

Save these, and compare course to course to see how you are changing. 

 
That’s it! Thanks for all your hard work, both from us and from all those students who will benefit for you 

deciding that “adequate” is simply not good enough. 

 
 

 



Whoops 

We forgot two things. First, an excellent source of information about teaching on your campus is your 

Teaching/Learning Consultant, funded by the statewide Center for Teaching (CFT). Find out who it is 

and consult with that person! They also know about CFT programs and materials. 

 

Second – how do you measure success as a teacher? How about this definition “success is measured by 

how far you have come from where you started.” So, right now, put on your calendar for the week 

AFTER you submit final grades to spend a quiet half hour by yourself thinking how much you have 

changed as a teacher. Pat yourself on the back. Do the same for the next course(s) you teach. Every 

time, a week AFTER final grades, give yourself a quiet half hour to reflect. “How far have I come from 

where I was as a teacher at the beginning of this course?” Perhaps you want to jot down a few notes for 

yourself, so you don’t forget before your next class. 

 

Thanks!! 

Teaching in community college is an honor. We consider it to be the most wonderful place to teach in 

the United States because we get more diverse students (on any measure of diversity you can imagine!) 

than any other educational institutions. Because it is an honor, we must work hard to uphold our part of 

the bargain. This means we must continually learn. Thanks for reading this and embarking on this 

critical journey to excellence in teaching. 

 

As teachers, we have been positively influenced by a great many colleagues and teachers we have had 

the honor of observing – superb teachers and wonderful colleagues. For this publication we must 

especially thank two – Amely Cross and Carol Laliberte (Asnuntuck), Ruth Urbina-Lilback 

(Naugatuck), Sharon Gusky and Courtney Puckett (Northwestern). Thanks for your ideas! 

 

Also, we have learned so much about teaching and learning from our own students, those poor guinea 

pigs (don’t tell them!). Paying attention to our students, trying things out and getting their reactions, 

listening to their ideas and their struggles – what a gift they have given us. 
 

 



Resources 

• CT State Center for Teaching: https://ctstate.edu/cft 

• CT State CFT Teaching and Learning Consultants(TLCs) by campus 

https://ctstate.edu/cft/#campuses 

• Active Learning: 

o https://teaching.uwo.ca/teaching/learning/active-learning.html#inmyclass  

o https://www.physport.org/recommendations/Entry.cfm?ID=101200 

• AI:  

o Promote Human Wisdom on Your Campus - Student Guide to Artificial Intelligence  

o https://studentguidetoai.org/home-2026/promote-human-wisdom-on-your-campus/ 

• Alternative Grading: https://www.centerforgradingreform.org 

• Assessments:  

o Creating Multiple Choice Questions that Assess Higher Order Thinking - Teaching and Learning 

| University of Saskatchewan  

o https://teaching.usask.ca/articles/2025-02-28-multichoice-questions-higher-order-thinking.php 

• Building Community: https://ctl.columbia.edu/resources-and-technology/teaching-with-

technology/teaching-online/community-building/ 

• Fostering Belonging in the Classroom: https://ctl.columbia.edu/resources-and-

technology/resources/belonging-in-classroom/ 

• Inclusive Teaching: 

o https://searle.northwestern.edu/resources/principles-of-inclusive-teaching/  

o https://teaching.ucla.edu/resources/teaching-guides/inclusive-teaching/  

o https://kpcrossacademy.ua.edu/inclusive-teaching-teaching-for-all-to-learn/ 

• On Syllabus and Course Design: https://teaching.uic.edu/cate-teaching-guides/syllabus-course-

design/ 

• Universal Design: https://udloncampus.cast.org/home  

 

Podcasts/Connect with a Larger Community of Educators: 

• Teaching in Higher Ed Podcast https://teachinginhighered.com/episodes/ 

“This is the space where we explore the art and science of being more effective at facilitating 

learning. We also share ways to increase our personal productivity, so we can have more peace in 

our lives and be even more present for our students”. 

• Think UDL - UDL Podcast https://thinkudl.org/ 

“ThinkUDL is a podcast about Universal Design for Learning where we hear from the people who are 

designing and implementing strategies in post-secondary settings with learner variability in 

mind. 

• The Grading Podcast https://thegradingpod.com/ 

“…where we explore the impact of grading on student learning across the educational spectrum. 

Join us for insightful discussions with educators from around the world who are challenging 

traditional grading systems to improve student learning outcomes” 

• Assess Without The Stress: Engagement, Agency and Inclusion in Higher Education with 

Caleb Curfman 

This is a podcast provides practical tips and tricks to help college faculty empower students to do 

their best by promoting Engagement, Agency, and Inclusion. 

https://open.spotify.com/show/1sfuEIB1tkoP8hpEsUZdlo 

• Tea for Teaching https://teaforteaching.com/episodes/ 

This podcast is a series of informal discussions of innovative and effective practices in teaching 

and learning. This podcast series is hosted by John Kane (an economist) and Rebecca Mushtare (a 

graphic designer). John and Rebecca run the Center for Excellence in Learning and Teaching at the 

State University of New York at Oswego. 

• Psychology Podcasts – Not specifically about teaching – but VERY Interesting and HIGHLY 

relevant https://www.apa.org/news/podcasts/speaking-of-psychology/ 
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