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“[W]e know that over 

half of our students begin 

college academically 

underprepared, and many 

are impeded by very real, 

complex, and difficult life 

circumstances.” 

There is good news, and there is bad news. The good 
news: more students than ever are choosing to start col-
lege, and more than half of all undergraduate students in 
the United States enroll in community colleges; in fact, 
in Texas, 79 out of every 100 students in public higher 
education choose a two-year college. The bad news: only 
two of those 79 will complete a degree or certificate within 
two years. And since by 2020, 60 percent of all jobs will 
require at least a certificate or college degree, this bad news 
is particularly troubling. As a result, foundations, grant 
funders, and community colleges have responded to the 
need to get more students to graduate in a nation-wide 
effort labeled the Completion Agenda. 

In support of that effort, foundations have spent 
millions of dollars examining processes and policies. Vet-
eran college administrators who care very deeply about 
student success, including myself, have collectively spent 
thousands of hours mulling over potential solutions. As 
a result, we have created and analyzed an alphabet soup 
of initiatives where we developed high impact practices, 
student engagement strategies, learner support programs, 
and clear pathways; we also have articulated the many 
reasons that students don’t finish college. For example, 
we know that over half of our students begin college 
academically underprepared, and many are impeded by 
very real, complex, and difficult life circumstances. We 
are indeed seeing results of our efforts. The work that has 
been done, the policies that have been changed, and the 
processes that have been improved are all very much steps 
in the right direction. As community colleges, we have 
a moral obligation and legal responsibility to be the best 
institutions we can be. Yet despite all of our knowledge 
and initiatives, many students are still not finishing what 
they start because, ironically, the Completion Agenda is, 
well, incomplete.

As I pondered what was missing, I had an epiphany 
that can be boiled down to an examination of three 
prepositions—“to,” “for,” and “with”—along with an 
idea that flies in the face of conventional wisdom. Since 
today’s conventional wisdom is that “students don’t do 
optional,” administrators and foundations have focused 
on creating policies, which are things we do TO students, 
and processes where we do FOR them. What do we 
do for them? We streamline registration and automate 
graduation applications. What do we do to them? We 
mandate student orientations, student success courses, 
and advisor visits prior to registration. In addition to what 
we do TO and FOR students, what if we simultaneously 
work WITH our students, treating them as partners 
and inviting them to share in the responsibility for their 
education by respecting their choice to go to college and 
all that the choice entails? After all, students clearly “do 
optional” since compulsory education in the United States 
ends with high school. Every student in college had the 
option whether or not to attend college—and chose the 
affirmative. So how can we partner with our students, 
respect their choice to go to college, acknowledge that 
college, like life, is hard with challenges and difficulties, 
and help them finish what they start? 

As I pondered the question of how to partner with 
students, it occurred to me that Dr. Alexander Astin’s 
Student Involvement Theory could (and I propose should) 
be applied to the Completion Agenda. As seen in the 

model below, the construct shows that input variables and 
environmental variables, together, impact outcomes. Thus 
far, the Completion Agenda efforts have focused on the 
environmental variables (policies and procedures), albeit 
with some success. But, for full impact, we must now 
turn our attention to the input variables (the students).

The next question became this one: “How do we 
involve students in the Completion Agenda?” I am 
convinced that the answer is grit and growth mindset. 
Grit is defined by Angela Duckworth as a “passionate 
commitment to a single mission and an unswerving ded-
ication to achieve that mission… self-discipline wedded 
to a dedicated pursuit of a goal.” Duckworth discovered 
grit is a unique trait that trumps IQ and other assumed 
predictors of success, and her research on grit also identi-
fies a crucial difference between motivation or desire, and 
volition or choice. Those who only want something will 
often fail to put in the necessary hard work and experience 
the consequences of failure. However, those who choose 
something are more likely to reflect that commitment in 
their behavior and actions. Further, best-selling author 
Dr. Paul Stoltz defines grit as being characterized by 
“growth, resilience, instinct, and tenacity,” and he uses 
those qualities to create the acronym, GRIT. Dr. Stoltz 
also differentiates between bad and good grit, dumb and 
smart grit, and weak and strong grit. Optimal grit—the 
threesome of good, smart, and strong grit—offers the 
key to success in all areas of life. Hand in hand with grit 
is growth mindset, which Dr. Carol Dweck defines as a 
belief that people’s “talents and abilities can be developed 
through passion, education, and persistence… it’s about 
a commitment to learning—taking informed risks and 
learning from the result… looking frankly at your defi-
ciencies and seeking to remedy them.” In other words, 
having a passion for sticking to something, especially when 
it’s not going well, is the hallmark of growth mindset. 
It is this characteristic, in contrast to a fixed mindset, 
which allows people to thrive during some of the most 
challenging times of their lives. And college can be a very 
challenging time.

Because community colleges are open admissions insti-
tutions, everyone has access, but not everyone has grit and 
growth mindset. For example, we attract some students 
who may not have much grit for college because they have 
never really seen themselves as college students—perhaps 
because they are the first in their families to go to college. 
Or perhaps they’ve been told directly or indirectly that 
they are not “college material.” Or maybe they come to 
us wanting a degree, but when they face the first chal-
lenge, they don’t have the mindset to see a difficulty as 
an opportunity to learn but as a confirmation that, just 
as they suspected, they aren’t college material after all, so 
they don’t finish what they started.

And, then there are the students whose parents have 
repeatedly told them how brilliant they are, who have 
earned trophies for sitting on the bench, and who have 
earned As on projects or papers by simply turning them 
in regardless of quality. Sometimes these students have a 
sense of entitlement; sometimes they simply haven’t had 
to work hard before to “excel.” So when they hit college, 
and they meet their first challenge, they don’t know how 
to respond, often blaming the college or the professor. 
In other words, they don’t have grit and growth mindset 

Lee Ann Nutt

Expanding the Completion Agenda to  
Include Grit and Growth Mindset

by Dr. Lee Ann Nutt, President, Lone Star College–Tomball
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“Find a Way—or Make One,” the theme and title of 
LSC-Tomball’s Phi Theta Kappa College Project, reflects 
in a nutshell what “gritty” college students do when 
faced with challenges, setbacks, and obstacles. Through 
persistence, dedication, and hard work, they press on, 
work harder, and find ways to improve and grow. These 
gritty individuals are the proverbial students who make 
lemonade when life gives them lemons. The Alpha Rho 
Mu chapter of Phi Theta Kappa at LSC-Tomball is filled 
with students who have grit and growth mindset, and 
they have powerful stories to tell of obstacles overcome.

But perhaps some readers may not be familiar with 
the term, “College Project,” as it relates to students who 
are members in Phi Theta Kappa, the honor society of the 
two-year college. Let me explain. Each year, all chapters 
are encouraged to create a service project that provides 
institutional service while strengthening a supportive 
relationship between the chapter and the college admin-
istration. This year when the Alpha Rho Mu Chapter 
of Phi Theta Kappa at LSC-Tomball met with the col-
lege president, Dr. Lee Ann Nutt, she tasked the chapter 
with the mission to employ grit and growth mindset in 
support of the Community College Completion Agen-
da. Inspired by Dr. Nutt’s passion for infusing grit in 
students, the chapter officers did what good Phi Theta 
Kappans often do: they hit the books. They studied the 
research of Angela Duckworth and Carol Dweck, and 
as they crystallized for themselves working definitions of 
grit and mindset, they discovered that their lives and col-
lege experiences epitomized these concepts. The officers’ 
research also revealed to them that the first few weeks of 
class were the most vulnerable time for new students—
and that first time in college (FTIC) students were espe-
cially at risk. Armed with their discoveries, the chapter 
officers formed a general plan designed for maximum 
impact: to encourage all FTIC students at LSC-Tomball 
to complete college by adopting the qualities of grit and 
growth mindset which the Phi Theta Kappans would 
model by telling their own personal stories of barriers 
overcome. They decided their project theme would be 
“Find a Way—or Make One.”

The general plan became more concrete as the Phi 
Theta Kappans focused their attention on EDUC 1300, 
a college success course that is required for all new stu-

dents at Lone Star College. The officers, realizing the 
strength to be found in partnership, turned to Dr. Jackie 
Thomas, Jr., who was at that time the chair of the EDUC 
1300 department. In meetings held weekly throughout 
the summer, the chapter and Dr. Thomas collaborated 
to refine and develop the project, which became increas-
ingly multi-faceted and complex. In the first phase, the 
students identified, revised, and practiced their stories 
of personal challenges, including poverty, homelessness, 
gang affiliation, learning disabilities, exam failure, un-
healthy personal relationships, addictions, language dif-
ficulties, and distress at the need for significant remedia-
tion—and how they used grit and mindset to overcome 
and to grow from those barriers. These stories, the “Find 
a Way” Team realized, were not the kinds of stories that 
a college freshman would expect a Phi Theta Kappan to 
tell. The conventional thinking of FTIC students is that 
honor society students are eggheads who find college a 
breeze and find learning easy. The members of the “Find 
a Way” Team hoped that through their stories they could 
show their peers that college is hard for Phi Theta Kap-
pans, too, and that they had struggled along the way, but 
that through persistence, grit, and a growth mindset that 
they had made their way to academic success. 

But the “Find a Way” Team wanted to do more than 
just make one brief visit because their research had re-
vealed to them that a one-time visit was not enough 
and that student engagement, both inside and outside 
of class, was important to student success. Accordingly, 
the “Find a Way” Team members wanted to give EDUC 
1300 students a way to keep in touch. So in the second 
phase of the project, the “Find a Way” Team negotiated 
with Dr. Thomas to create a schedule of optional extra 
credit opportunities whereby the EDUC 1300 students 
could both continue to interact with Phi Theta Kappans 
and thus indirectly experience both the rewards of aca-
demic excellence and the intrinsic value of community 
service. These events included attending the fall 2014 
Phi Theta Kappa induction and participating in a blood 
drive and the “Light the Night” event, which was a fund 
raiser and walk in support of leukemia and lymphoma 
treatment and research. In another bid to remain in con-

“Through persistence, 

dedication, and hard 

work, they press on, work 

harder, and find ways to 

improve and grow. These 

gritty individuals are the 

proverbial students who 

make lemonade when life 

gives them lemons.”

Rebecca Tate

Modeling Grit and Growth Mindset at  
Lone Star College–Tomball

by Dr. Rebecca L. Tate, Professor of English, Lone Star College–Tomball

because they have been praised for who they are instead 
of what they do, and they have been protected from 
struggle and failure—and the strength of character those 
things produce. 

But I want these students to become gritty—to press 
on even when class is boring, they have three papers due 
on the same day, and they failed their first biology exam. 
I want them to embrace the challenge and learn from 
it—not run away from it or blame it on someone else. 
I want them to know that just because they show up to 
college doesn’t mean they will finish college. I want them 
to know that it will take grit and determination.

I am happy to say that the community college attracts 
many students who have grit in spades, and nothing can 
stop them. Most of us are familiar with the single mom 
who, despite working two jobs, takes honors classes, is 
engaged in the life of the college, earns a 4.0 GPA, and 
graduates on time. But what can we do about the students 

who don’t have that level of grit and growth mindset? Can 
it be learned? Can it be taught? Can we be a partner with 
our students and help them develop the grit and mindset 
to choose to finish what they start? 

I believe that the answer is yes, and I firmly believe 
community colleges have a responsibility to teach students 
how to finish what they start; we must take grit and mind-
set theory and apply it in practice. Automated processes 
and mandated policies have their place, but the infusion 
of grit and mindset in the community college in mean-
ingful ways is an exciting frontier in higher education and 
a needed component in the Completion Agenda. I don’t 
have all of the answers, but I’m committed to expanding 
the conversation from what we do to and for students to 
include what we do with students through the develop-
ment of grit and growth mindset. We have a responsibility 
to help students learn to finish what they start in all areas 
of their lives, even beyond finishing college. ✩

(Continued on Following Page)
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tact with the EDUC 1300 students, the chapter created 
and distributed to all the EDUC 1300 students key tags 
with the “Find a Way” theme on the front and the chap-
ter website and email on the back. 

Ultimately, the chapter planned three major events 
as part of its project. The beginning of the semester 
event was the 15-minute class visitations wherein the 
two-member “Find a Way” teams visited all 35 face-
to-face sections of EDUC 1300 during the first three 
weeks of class, telling their stories and distributing the 
key tags and extra credit opportunities. Aware the on-
line students are sometimes forgotten, the team mem-
bers also created videos of their presentations that were 
uploaded into all 16 online EDUC 1300 classes. The 
next major event was planned for mid-semester, allowing 
the EDUC 1300 students sufficient time to process and 
internalize the information about grit and mindset. In 
this two-day event, held in the LSC-Tomball Commons, 
EDUC 1300 students created vision cards that pictori-
ally described their goals after graduation; in exchange 
for the cards, students received a chapter-designed wrist-
band imprinted with the project theme, “Find a Way—
or Make One.” For the end-of-the-semester event, the 
chapter hosted the creation of a silent video in which 
EDUC 1300 students reflected on how their lives had 
been impacted by grit and mindset. For the video, the 
students created placards that on one side listed their ob-
stacles and on the flip side listed their positive outcome 
achieved through grit. 

So what does the Alpha Rho Mu “Find a Way—or 
Make One” project reveal? For one thing, as the faculty 
advisor of this chapter, who worked side-by-side with 

(Continued from Previous Page) these students as they developed and put their plan into 
action, I can say that a project of this magnitude defi-
nitely takes “gritty” students. In creating this project, the 
Phi Theta Kappans learned that collaboration with sev-
eral administrative partners resulted in a project that far 
outstripped their original vision. They also learned that 
projects of great scope require goal setting, planning, 
time management, communication, scheduling, public 
speaking skills, and commitment. In other words, to ex-
ecute their college project, the Phi Theta Kappans often 
had to find a way to complete their objectives, and, when 
they ran into obstacles and difficulties, they had to make 
a way for their vision to happen. 

So what about the 1200 FTIC students who were 
exposed to the grit modeled by these Phi Theta Kappans? 
I know that many EDUC 1300 students were impacted 
because the “Find a Way” Team members were frequent-
ly approached in the hallways by these students who told 
them that they were so relieved to discover that others 
shared their obstacles, and they were heartened and en-
couraged by the success that the Phi Theta Kappans had 
achieved in overcoming their barriers. But will one proj-
ect completed by one committed student organization 
open the floodgates to college completion at LSC-Tom-
ball? Probably not, but what I can say is there are now 
roughly 1200 FTIC students at LSC-Tomball who are 
now aware of the power of grit and growth mindset. 
And, no doubt, some of those EDUC 1300 students, 
who might have otherwise given up, will now be inspired 
to finish what they start. And perhaps this Phi Theta 
Kappa project will further the conversation among fac-
ulty, staff, and administration as to how grit and growth 
mindset can be used in higher education to help expand 
the Completion Agenda. ✩




