At Neosho County Community College this time of year is truly exciting. Itis the start of
another semester (my 46" semester at NCCC--a few more and | get a free toaster oven),
and the college has many great projects under way. These include the creation of the
Commercial Driver’s License (CDL) Program, which we hope to launch in the fall of 2026.
Construction on the Mih Family Fine Arts Center is also making great progress. If you drive
by you should see the girders going up!

Students are back on campus, professors are prepping classes, events are being
scheduled, and a lot of planning is happening for the rest of the semester and for the next
academic year. Grades from last semester have been finalized, and it is time for students
to learn from those course grades from the fall semester, build on that knowledge, and
begin anew with a different set of classes. Itis afresh start and a chance to get better!

| was a good student in high school, but | still had a lot to learn. My first year at Oklahoma
State University, | received a “C” in a class. | had never earned a C in my life, and it was
demoralizing to me. It was in English Composition ll. Really?!? Yes, it was.

I know some folks who read my article regularly have said how much they enjoy it. And |
like to think my writing has improved with time and experience. But it didn’t start out that
way, at least according to my Comp |l teacher. The problem | painfully discovered is that |
did not follow the standard format of essay writing. | was a little too “free form.” Itwas an
English Comp class, not a creative writing class. | was told | focused on making my writing
entertaining as opposed to structured and informative. Luckily, over the years | have
learned from that. (That’s sarcasm if you hadn’t guessed. I’m currently on word 350+ of
this column, and | haven’t gotten to the pointyet. It’s coming, | promise.)

| learned a great deal from that C grade, perhaps more than | learned from all the A grades |
earned before it. First, do what you are asked to do in class. The professor wanted me to
learn and demonstrate the standard format of academic essay writing. | didn’t. | thought
my approach would be better. That may be debatable, but it wasn’t what | was asked to do,
and it certainly wasn’t the expected outcome of Comp Il class — learning to write academic
essays in the standard format.

The second thing | learned, and the most important lesson -1 had a lot more to learn. | was
a bit arrogant about school as | had always done well. My professor taught me that | didn’t
yet know everything at the ripe old age of 18. The grade, while not what | was hoping for,
motivated me to improve my essay writing skills for the future. It also made me pay closer
attention to my other classes, to being open to new and probably better ways of doing
things, which ultimately helped me get more out of my education.



This is the time of year that the college receives its own grade card, only it’s not called that.
It has a more official-sounding name - the Institutional Effectiveness Dashboard. Over the
course of a full year, we gather 331 data points from a huge array of sources: student,
employee, and constituent surveys; graduation rates; certification exam pass rates;
retention rates; audit results; usage data; program reviews; national comparison studies;
Kansas Board of Regents reports; and on and on.

All those data points are used to answer one central question — are we meeting our mission
of enriching our communities and our students’ lives? We break down that overarching
question into four parts — are we fulfilling our purposes of student learning, student
success, accountability to stakeholders, and meeting community needs? The data points
are then applied to those four purposes to see if we can prove through evidence that we are
really doing what we have set out to do.

I’m proud to tell you that our grades look good this year! In fact, our data shows that while
one area fell just slightly compared to last year (down about 1%), the other three areas
improved. Infact, in the area of student learning, we had our highest score ever! Way to go
faculty and student support staff!

But just like my grade of C in English, we do look for data points where we could improve.
Even with our very high scores, there were areas that needed some attention. For instance,
the data showed that the use of college tutors is way down from previous years. Students
don’t seem to be utilizing that free service like they used to.

Dr. Sarah Robb, our Vice President for Student Learning, held a focus group of students to
find out why. The focus group results gave us some good ideas to improve when and where
we offer tutoring as well as how we market it to students. Hopefully, future data will show
an improvement.

We have been doing the Institutional Effectiveness Dashboard since 2009, and while the
Dashboard itself has gotten better in measuring our progress, the college has improved as
well. And sometimes we find that areas that had been performing well are suddenly in
need of attention because things have changed. Such is the pattern of continuous
improvement. Year by year we measure ourselves, looking for opportunities to improve;
then we try new things; then we measure again to see if it worked.

NCCC itself always has more to learn, and only by facing sometimes painful results can we
learn from them and get better. | have not forgotten that somewhat painful and
embarrassing lesson of the grade of C in my first year. | may have multiple degrees now and
34 years of experience in higher education, but | have more to learn too.



If you have any questions about this column or anything else, please email me at
binbody@neosho.edu.



mailto:binbody@neosho.edu

