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“interest” and “variety,” not abstract goals. 
On another day, a writing instructor (herself 
a first-generation college graduate who now 
holds an MFA and a PhD) shared what a rev-
elation it had been to her to learn that aca-
demic essays have a specific structure. By 
sharing our stories, we learned that many of 
us had indeed felt profoundly clueless during 
our journeys toward becoming scholars. We 
wanted better for our students.

Classroom applications
While we knew that we couldn’t simply put 
“holistic intellectual growth” as an outcome 
on our syllabi (how will you measure it!), we 
also knew that this was what we were after in 
focusing on habits of mind. We further be-
lieved that this kind of growth depended on 
explicit coaching and practice. In College 
and Career Ready (2010), educational policy 
scholar David T. Conley identifies direct 
instruction in “academic behaviors,” such as 
“resilience in the face of academic frustrations” 
(114–15), as a key principle of successful 
college preparation programs. Accordingly, we 
sought ways to give these behaviors a dedicated 
space in our curricula, believing that while “an 
entire campus engages and educates its students 
in the learning required for our times . . . it is 
in the classroom where powerful experiences 
of learning are the enticement, the reward, 
for persistence” (Malnarich 2008, 4). In our 

own classrooms, we’re now experimenting 
with how and when to address habits of mind 
as an instructional target. 
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that she had a large piece of 
spinach stuck to her front 
tooth. She next asks her stu-
dents to raise their hands if 
they would want someone to 
tell them if they had some-
thing stuck in their teeth. “Usually every 
student will raise his or her hand,” Lydia 
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