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list among departments and faculty, but every student got a phone call. Even 

the dean participated in this task. But they did not stop there. The dean’s office 

maintained a running list of students that they were not able to reach or had not 

heard from during the semester. A concerted and targeted effort was made by the 

college to make contact with these students and ensure they were okay and to 

identify ways to better support them. Imagine flipping the switch on this narrative 

by intentionally increasing your positive attention efforts with students you have 

identified as being difficult to reach through distance learning.

We don’t mean suddenly focusing all your attention on the three students that 

fall into that category while neglecting all the others. A quick pivot like that might 

be viewed as alarming or dismaying. However, waging a thoughtful campaign to 

change the dynamic is likely to have another benefit. Those students are likely 

to grow on you. We’ll borrow advice attributed to Archbishop Desmond Tutu that 

sometimes you have to “act your way into being.” In other words, sometimes the 

change in behavior precedes the change in perception.

Many of these behaviors seem to come naturally, at least when it comes to those 

students with whom we have a positive relationship. But it takes deliberate action 

to disrupt established communication patterns that are avoidant in nature. Identify 

the two or three students you want to target for increased positive attention. 

During live interactions, keep a tally for yourself about the following teacher-

initiated behaviors.

INTERACTION STUDENT 1 STUDENT 2 STUDENT 3

Did I greet students by name when they 

entered the distance classroom?

How many times did I use their names 

(not as a correction) during the session?

Did I ask them a critical thinking 

question related to the content?

Did I ask them a personal question? 

Did I pay them a compliment?

How many times did I provide them 

with praise for learning performance?

SOMETIMES 
YOU HAVE TO 
“ACT YOUR 
WAY INTO 
BEING.”




