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Abstract 

Community colleges and career and technical education programs offer incredible 

opportunities for a wide range of students. Faculty members in these learning 

communities deploy different instructional strategies in an effort to reach students of all 

ages most effectively, experience levels, educational backgrounds, and socioeconomic 

classes. The purpose of this qualitative dissertation in practice was to explore how 

instructors in postsecondary career and technical education programs deploy instructional 

strategies that align with the theoretical frameworks of Gestalt pedagogy and 

organizational development. The aim of this research was to develop philosophical and 

practical recommendations for faculty members wishing to adopt a Gestalt Pedagogical 

approach. Broadly, the research sought to position teachers as leaders within their classes 

and used leadership theory as a lens for inquiry. Through a series of semi-structured 

interviews with community college faculty members, the researcher found that teacher-

leaders approach teaching from a position of care and service, while working to develop 

professionalism and soft skills in their students. Findings are presented with regard to 

individual behaviors, instructional strategies and tactics, and broad philosophical 

orientations. These findings were then analyzed for connections to the Gestalt school(s) 

of thought. Finally, this project provides a theoretical foundation for the development of 

teacher training programs, continuing education sessions, and/or course materials for 

aspiring teachers in college or graduate schools. Recommendations for adoption and 

implementation are discussed, along with recommendations for future lines of inquiry.  

Keywords: higher education, teacher-leadership, Gestalt, postheroic leadership 
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“We join spokes together in a wheel, 
but it is the center hole 

that makes the wagon move. 
 

We shape clay into a pot, 
but it is the emptiness inside 
that holds whatever we want. 

 
We hammer wood for a house, 

but it is the inner space 
that makes it livable. 

 
We work with being, 

but non-being is what we use.” 
 

-Lao Tzu (trans. Stephen Mitchell) 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Community colleges, along with career and technical readiness programs, play an 

important role in the contemporary higher education landscape. These institutions 

promise exploratory opportunities for students who may be unsure of their college or 

career paths while offering a low-cost and flexible pathway for adult learners seeking a 

career change or updated credentials. The community college option represents a critical 

step toward a brighter, and more promising future for a variety of students. While 

increased student diversity on community college campuses is a laudable trend, it can 

also pose challenges to instructional staff who are tasked with preparing lesson plans, 

activities, and assessment measures for students with a broad range of learning needs, 

academic and creative capacities, and socioeconomic backgrounds. This challenge is 

especially present in courses like graphic design, web development, or public speaking 

(among many others) where individual, hands-on coaching by the faculty member is a 

key instructional strategy.  

In programs that use a competency-based (Hall, 1976) educational framework, it 

is the instructor’s job to help students navigate a complicated technical landscape, learn 

new concepts and terminology, develop new habits (and break old ones), and learn to 

apply their skills to complex practical cases. This dissertation in practice suggests that a 

Gestalt-inspired pedagogical practice (Woldt, 2009) could prove to be useful in the 

community college, competency-based context because it offers a concrete (yet radically 

and generatively ambiguous), systematized approach to leadership and coaching. The 

Gestalt-inspired approach is a student-centered, growth-oriented (Marzano & Waters, 

2009) philosophy of learning and development. Further, Gestalt pedagogy minimizes the 

authority of the instructor and shifts the locus of control to the learner (Harper, Bauer, & 
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Kannarkat, 1976). With its emphasis on creativity, exploration, and the development of a 

“fertile void” (Uebel, 2007) as the site of learning and growth, the Gestalt method 

empowers students to learn by doing, grow from their mistakes, and most importantly, 

see and understand the contexts in which they are most successful. For instructors in 

career and technical programs, a Gestalt pedagogical approach to instruction may serve 

as a powerful way to address the learning needs of a highly-diverse student population, 

while consistently and emphatically reaching towards the many competencies demanded 

by industry. 

College professors have many roles and responsibilities. In no particular order of 

importance, they are purveyors of knowledge and information; change management 

agents; disciplinarians; and managers. Effective teachers are also responsible for 

developing an inspiring vision for the future and articulating it clearly to the students. In 

many ways, professors can and should be described as leaders within their classrooms. 

This dissertation in practice positions college faculty as leaders in their classroom 

environments and explores leadership and instructional strategies used in career and 

technical education programs at the postsecondary level. Specifically, this research 

investigated instructional strategies and professors’ philosophical orientations and how 

they aligned with the tenets of Gestalt therapy (Perls, 1973), Gestalt organizational 

practice (Stevenson, 2005), and Gestalt pedagogy (Woldt, 2009). Through interviews 

with college faculty, this research was able to identify the instructional, curricular, and 

organizational strategies used that are representative of the Gestalt approach. This 

dissertation in practice lays the groundwork for a model of Gestalt-inspired pedagogy that 

can be utilized by faculty in career and technical education programs at the postsecondary 

level. Chapter 5 of this work presents a curriculum for training teachers on the tenets of 
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postheroic teacher-leadership as well as philosophies, tactics, and strategies for adopting 

a Gestalt-inspired pedagogical approach. 

Identifying and Defining the Problem 

Career and technical education (CTE) programs are gaining popularity in the U.S. 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2017a). One such area is digital media communications. 

Over the last decade, the need for graphic design, web design, and digital media 

specialists has increased dramatically in the corporate sector. According to the Bureau of 

Labor Statistics (n.d.), “employment of web developers is projected to grow 15% from 

2016 to 2026.” Further, Fullerton (2017) notes that skills in digital advertising and 

content creation are in high demand among employers, and that ‘that the need for 

[digital] marketing talent exceeds the supply.” This is good news for students entering a 

communication and digital media program, but also indicates that the field is getting 

more and more competitive.  

As competition for jobs increases, competency alone in a given field is not 

enough to guarantee a job. According to recent industry research, only about half of 

managers (50%) feel that employees who recently graduated from college are well 

prepared for the workforce (Payscale, 2016). A report from the American Association of 

Colleges and Universities indicated that a significant number of employers (up to 88% of 

those surveyed) believed that students should participate in an applied learning project 

during school in order to be prepared for the workforce (Hart Research Associates, 2015). 

The same study also reported that a majority of employers believed that students need to 

develop both field-specific knowledge and “soft skills.” Robles (2012) identified 

integrity, communication, courtesy, responsibility, social skills, positive attitude, 

professionalism, flexibility, teamwork, and work ethic as ten highly desirable soft skills. 
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Landrum (2013), in his discussion of knowledge and skills in higher education concludes 

in part that “we need an enhanced emphasis on pedagogical practices to help students 

acquire skills.” This research proposes that a Gestalt-inspired pedagogy bridges the gap 

between hard and soft skills, while giving students the tools to continue developing as 

individuals on many levels. For example, students that are learning in a Gestalt-informed 

classroom setting develop sensitivity to their own cognitive, emotional, and somatic 

experiences by consistently engaging in reflective practice and awareness-building 

activities. Students can hone their social skills through carefully facilitated group 

experiences and can build an understanding of self as an integral part of the “whole” (i.e., 

the class, work group, or the campus community). Additionally, the Gestalt model 

advocates for individual student agency, which supports and reinforces the development 

of soft skills like integrity, responsibility, and work ethic. A Gestalt-inspired pedagogy 

deliberately coaches these sorts of intra- and inter-personal soft skills, and quietly 

(though vigorously and courageously) creates contexts where students can feel supported 

and encouraged in their learning and growth. 

Given the incredible opportunities on the horizon for media and communications 

students, it is critical that educators understand the best ways to help students learn the 

field-specific skills they need while practicing the soft skills that are necessary for 

success on the job. In the community college or career and technical context, instructors 

face an extremely diverse student population where they must facilitate student growth 

across a range of learning styles, abilities, and capacities. This dissertation in practice 

adds to the scant Gestalt pedagogy literature and offers an innovative approach to career 

and technical education that has not been given adequate coverage in the educational 

literature.  
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative dissertation in practice was to explore how 

instructors in postsecondary career and technical education programs deploy instructional 

strategies that align with the theoretical frameworks of Gestalt pedagogy and 

organizational development.  

Central Question & Subquestions 

In order to develop a more complete understanding of how Gestalt-informed 

pedagogy can be utilized in a postsecondary, competency-based educational setting, this 

dissertation in practice was guided by the following central question (Creswell, 2013): 

Specific to career and technical education programs, what approaches do instructors use 

that align with the values, principles, and practices of Gestalt psychology and pedagogy? 

Per the qualitative research recommendations laid out in Creswell (2013), the author used 

the following subquestions for “further analyzing the central phenomenon” (p. 141) of 

Gestalt-inspired educational practice: 

• What are the instructional strategies used by faculty that are specific to the 

needs of postsecondary, career and technical education programs? 

• Which of these instructional strategies align with the traditions and 

theoretical framework of Gestalt pedagogy and how? 

• What are the aspects of course and curriculum design that are unique to 

the competency-based needs of postsecondary, career and technical 

education programs? 

• Which of these aspects align with the traditions and theoretical framework 

of Gestalt pedagogy and how? 
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• What are the institutional factors that contribute to or detract from 

effective implementation of Gestalt-inspired pedagogy in a postsecondary 

setting? 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this research was to develop a series of practical recommendations for 

faculty members wishing to adopt a Gestalt pedagogical approach. This project provides 

a theoretical foundation for the development of teacher training programs, continuing 

education sessions, and/or course materials for aspiring teachers in college or graduate 

schools. 

Methodology Overview 

This study utilized a qualitative, grounded theory research methodology. The 

researcher conducted interviews with thirteen faculty members who are working in 

postsecondary creative or technical skills-based programs in order to better understand 

how each instructor approaches their classes and students. The researcher deployed a 

purposive sampling method (Babbie, 2014) to identify research participants that had 

relevant experience in the field and with specific institution types.  

The researcher designed interview protocols to elicit responses about a Gestalt-

inspired pedagogy, even though the respondents had no prior knowledge of the 

philosophy. For example, participants were asked, “How do you encourage creativity in 

your classroom?” or “How do you work with students who are stuck creatively or 

technically?” Again, because faculty members were not necessarily familiar with the 

specific tenets of Gestalt pedagogy or terminologies of classroom leadership theory, the 

researcher crafted the interview questions to avoid using jargon. Interviews were, 

however, loosely framed around key concepts from Gestalt pedagogy such as creativity, 
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experiential learning, holism, and contextual awareness of the learner, teacher, and 

materials (Woldt, 2009) and others. Interviews were audio recorded – with the informed 

consent of the participant - and transcribed by the researcher. The researcher then loaded 

transcripts into the qualitative research management program, Nvivo for project 

management, reporting, coding, and further analysis. The researcher used a mix of 

prefigured and emergent codes (Creswell, 2013), examining interview transcripts and 

coding for themes that emerged based on categories and taxonomies established in the 

Gestalt literature.  

Definition of Relevant Terms 

This dissertation in practice regularly uses the following terms:  

Applied communication: this term is used throughout this dissertation in practice 

to refer to disciplines in which practitioners create communication artifacts. These fields 

include, but are not limited to, graphic design, web design and development, public 

relations, advertising, broadcasting, filmmaking, copywriting, or public speaking. 

Applied communication is contrasted with communication theory or communication 

studies classes. 

Career and technical education (CTE): According to The Glossary of Education 

Reform, CTE is defined as “programs that specialize in the skilled trades, applied 

sciences, modern technologies, and career preparation. It was formerly (and is still 

commonly) called vocational education; however, the term has fallen out of favor with 

most educators” (Great Schools Partnership, 2014). 

Community College: a postsecondary undergraduate institution that typically 

provides 2-year associate degree programs across a broad range of subjects. Many 

community colleges serve as a pathway to 4-year degree-granting institutions, while 
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many students choose to complete all of their career and technical training programs in 

the community college setting. Community colleges are typically less expensive than 

four-year colleges or universities.  

Competency-based Learning/Education (CBE): an educational system in which 

students receive instruction and observe demonstrations about a particular skill or 

learning outcome. Students then engage in hands-on exercises and activities designed to 

develop skills in the particular activity. Instructors facilitate the learning activities and 

provide feedback for the learner. The Competency-based Education Network (C-BEN) 

(n.d.) notes that in CBE, “learners earn credentials by demonstrating mastery through 

multiple forms of assessment, often at a personalized pace.” 

Experiential learning: a process in which students gain knowledge by physically 

doing a process or completing a task. Kolb (1984) states, “Learning is the process 

whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience” (p. 38). Kolb’s 

theory of experiential learning includes the additional steps of reflection, abstract 

conceptualization, experimentation, and a further, modified version of the original 

experience.  

Gestalt theory of organizational development (OD): A philosophy rooted Gestalt 

psychology and therapy, Gestalt OD positions organizations as systems; a collection of 

individual parts comprising an entirely different “whole.” As a process, Gestalt OD 

encourages high-impact leadership or coaching interventions that are designed to raise 

awareness, explore areas of potential growth, optimistically develop potential, and 

understand complex interrelations of parts of the system. 

Gestalt pedagogy (or Gestalt-inspired pedagogy): Gestalt pedagogy is an 

approach to teaching and education that emerged from Gestalt OD. Woldt (2009) 
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indicated that Gestalt pedagogy is a self-regulating process in which learners respond to 

conditions and contexts around them (stimuli). Further, the process involves experiential 

learning and encourages creativity, innovation, and experimentation.  

Instructional strategy: A specific approach to teaching; choices made by 

instructors with regard to presentation of information, student activities, demonstrations 

of learning, assessment, and evaluation. 

Pedagogy: teaching and/or instructional practice. 

Professor: a teacher or instructor at the college or university level. Here, the term 

“professor” is used to cover faculty of many types, regardless of academic rank, 

employment status, or tenure. Other terms used interchangeably throughout include 

“instructor,” “teacher,” and “faculty member.” 

Postsecondary Education: institutions serving students that have completed high 

school or have received a GED. 

Skills-based: Skills-based education is a loosely defined term in the contemporary 

lexicon, and educators disagree on a fixed meaning. This research operationalizes skills-

based learning as a process toward the development of both field-related skills (e.g., 

proficiency in HTML, software proficiency, rhetoric), and soft skills (e.g., interpersonal 

communication, teamwork, time management).  

Teacher-leadership (or teacher-as-leader; teacher-leader): for the purpose of this 

dissertation in practice, the concept of teacher-leadership is operationalized as the 

manifestation(s) of a teacher’s philosophies, conceptual orientations, classroom practices, 

and instructional strategies that mimic those found in leadership and management 

literature. These include role modeling/prototypicality (Haslam, Reicher, and Platow, 

2011), motivating and inspiring constituents (Barbuto, Fritz, & Marx, 2000), change 
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management (Burke, 2014), coaching, transactional leadership/day-to-day management 

(Bass, 1990), and development/implementation of systems (Fullan, 2005). Of particular 

interest here are the transformational leadership (Burns, 1978; Bass, 1985), servant 

leadership (Greenleaf, 1977; Greenleaf, 1979), and resonant/relational leadership 

(Boyatzis & McKee 2005) characteristics that align with Gestalt philosophy and practice. 

While the literature (and many of this study’s participants) conceive of teacher-leadership 

more in administrative or hierarchical terms, this DIP maintains a classroom or front-line 

instructional focus. 

Limitations, Delimitations, Personal Biases 

This study’s outcomes were bounded by several limitations (Bryant, 2004) of the 

qualitative methodology and its accompanying data collection and analysis procedures. 

First, because this research relied on personal interviews and the interpretation thereof, 

the findings are subject to the coding proficiency and biases of the interpreter. As 

Creswell (2014) noted, it is important to acknowledge these biases, and that doing so will 

create an “open and honest narrative that will resonate well with readers” (p. 202). 

Further, there was only one interpreter/analyst in this study, and as such, there were no 

checks such as inter-rater reliability (p. 201). Finally, because this research took place 

within a particular time frame, the interview sample size was limited. While the 

researcher is confident that he reached thematic saturation, a larger number of interviews 

could have yielded additional specific educational tactics, specific assignments, projects, 

or unique assessment methods. However, the proposed teacher training curriculum 

outlined in Chapter 5 of this work did not require that level of specificity. 

 A primary delimitation (Bryant, 2004) of the current study was the choice to 

focus exclusively on career and technical programs in postsecondary settings. 
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Pedagogical approaches for elementary, middle, high schools, and even 4-year 

institutions are vastly different (Gonzalez, 2016), and the instructors working in those 

environments operate in very different power contexts (Noblit,1993). Additionally, the 

results of this study were restricted to competency-based contexts in which one-on-one 

coaching is a pivotal teaching tool. The recommendations presented may not apply to 

courses that, for example, rely exclusively on a professor-centered lecture format. The 

researcher designed the current study to mitigate problems arising from these limitations 

and delimitations. The author carefully considered the limitations and delimitations of the 

study design during the final analysis and formulation of conclusions, practical 

recommendations, and directions for future research.  

The Role of Leadership in the Study 

Leadership theory plays a central role in the current project; it represents one 

aspect of a three-part approach to investigating an instructor’s role in the postsecondary 

context. This project - in both theory and practice - sits at the intersection of leadership, 

education, and Gestalt. The first vital assumption of the research is that college professors 

are called upon to do many of the same things that leaders in organizational contexts 

encounter. In order to be effective educators, the literature suggests that teachers need to 

exhibit many of the behaviors and characteristics often attributed to ‘good leaders’ in the 

organizational sense (e.g., competence in the field, social and emotional intelligence, 

charisma, collaboration) (Bolkan & Goodboy, 2011; Treslan, 2010). Specifically, this 

dissertation in practice suggests that classroom leaders can implement instructional 

practices that align with tenets of postheroic, social emotional, transformational 

leadership philosophies.  
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Finally, the author situates postheroic teacher-leadership alongside the Gestalt 

worldview. Gestalt, as the third critical element of this research, provides a rich 

philosophical foundation, several functional frameworks, and a language that is used to 

describe a particular approach to career and technical education at the postsecondary 

level. Specific to leadership, the Gestalt tradition offers insights on effective group 

facilitation, coaching, and the use of self as a tool (leadership behaviors). Further, 

postheroic leadership and Gestalt align in that they both emphasize co-created 

experiences, value relationships, advocate for shared responsibility, and seek positive or 

hopeful visions of the future. The relationship among these three elements is discussed in 

more depth in subsequent chapters of this work, as the author presents selected literature 

(Chapter 2), the current research initiative (Chapters 3 and 4), and recommendations for 

the implementation of a Gestalt-inspired pedagogic practice (Chapter 5). 

This project investigated the teacher as an individual classroom leader, while also 

examining the larger institutional context in which that individual operates. The college-

level classroom presents a unique ecosystem in which students and teachers must 

navigate complex power relationships. The changing picture of a “traditional” college 

experience complicates matters further. Student populations (along with their associated 

social and academic needs) are different than they were a decade ago (Hildreth, 2017), 

faculty roles and expectations are changing (Sabga, 2013), and technology is enabling 

new modes of delivery and assessment (Brown, 2017). Leadership is a broad, multi-

faceted process; this study investigated leadership at a personal level, through formal 

systems and structures, and through the support of educational philosophy, culture, and 

climate. 
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Significance of the Study 

 This research endeavored to help educators in the career and technical fields 

understand ways in which they can utilize leadership theory to improve their instructional 

practice. This research adds to the literature in educational theory, leadership, and Gestalt 

philosophy, while combining the disciplines in a new and meaningful way. Faculty 

members in community colleges who find themselves in search of new pedagogical 

methods can benefit from adopting a Gestalt-inspired approach to competency-based 

courses. Many of these courses require hands-on, individualized coaching (in Gestalt 

parlance, at the point of contact (Stevenson, n.d.)), and this research presents ways that 

teacher-leaders can expand their coaching capacity through Gestalt methods.  

 This research presents recommendations that instructors can deploy with little or 

no training or background in Gestalt pedagogy or organizational development. 

Additionally, the work challenges some existing assumptions about the role of the 

teacher-leader, and, by equipping the instructor with language and reflective practice 

techniques, invites each faculty member to explore their own leadership in the classroom. 

This research provides practical suggestions that instructors can use in highly diverse 

classroom settings where students must develop subject matter competency alongside 

“soft skills” that are in high demand in the contemporary business culture. This approach 

- grounded in Gestalt philosophy and postheroic leadership theory - is ideally suited to 

address the needs of the CTE instructors, and this research provides both a theoretical 

grounding and framework for practical implementation. 

Summary 

 A Gestalt-inspired pedagogical orientation is a valuable approach to use in 

competency-based career and technical programs. This dissertation in practice 



TEACHER-AS-LEADER: A GESTALT PEDAGOGICAL APPROACH 15 

emphasizes that a teacher can (and should) be conceived of as a leader in the classroom 

environment, and that as a leader, the teacher can look to leadership/organizational theory 

for guidance. Specifically, this dissertation in practice sought to identify the ways in 

which the Gestalt philosophy of teaching and leadership can be leveraged in a diverse 

career and technical or community college context. Through interviews with practicing 

instructors, this research uncovered many ways in which leadership and Gestalt pedagogy 

can be beneficial for both students and faculty.  

The core principles of Gestalt pedagogy center on the development of a dialogic 

relationship between teachers and students (Uebel, 2007), and this is critical for 

instructors working in classrooms where students present a wide array of learning styles, 

needs, and preferences. Further, Woldt (2008) posits that “teaching from a Gestalt 

therapy perspective regularly encompasses creativity, innovation, experience, and 

experimentation,” all of which are critical components of developing proficiency in fields 

such as graphic design, web development, or interpersonal communication. In this way, a 

Gestalt pedagogical approach is ideally suited for programs where hands-on, experiential 

learning is necessary for competency. From the standpoint of an instructor, such an 

approach may seem daunting, and perhaps out of touch with the realities of a hectic 

semester schedule. However, at a meta level, this approach absolutely requires 

courageous teacher-leadership; a demonstration of passion, a hopeful vision for the 

future, a commitment to each and every student, and an unapologetic willingness to adopt 

a fertile presence and servant leadership orientation. The following four chapters issue 

this call for generative teacher-leadership at the postsecondary level, while offering the 

reader suggestions for integrating Gestalt pedagogy at the interpersonal, curricular, and 

institutional levels.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

The current research explores the ways in which Gestalt-inspired pedagogy can be 

used in the service of career and technical, competency-based learning programs. This 

chapter brings several disciplines into conversation with one another. To establish a 

theoretical foundation, the chapter includes an examination of the contemporary 

leadership and pedagogy literature; the focus of this first section is the emergence of 

parallel themes across both of those disciplines. Broadly, the literature points to 

distributed leadership models, postheroic constructs (leadership that falls outside the 

capacities of just one person: the hero), social and emotional intelligence, Gestalt, and 

subversive philosophies. Next, the author presents literature regarding teacher-leaders to 

frame his proposed notions of teacher-as-leader. The teacher-as-leader framework is 

further explored using support from the pedagogical and leadership theory literature. 

With this rationale in place, this literature review turns to an investigation of the 

principles and practices of Gestalt therapy, Gestalt leadership and organizational 

development, and finally, Gestalt pedagogy. In addition to presenting the historical and 

theoretical aspects of Gestalt, this chapter aligns Gestalt pedagogic practice with the 

specific needs of career and technical education. The literature dealing with community 

college and career/technical contexts is briefly surveyed to establish an understanding of 

current and historical trends, as well as to identify problem areas that this research seeks 

to address. Education, leadership, and Gestalt philosophies are rich in terminology and 

taxonomies that have helped the current author clarify assumptions and develop 

educational philosophies, strategies, and instructional tactics. 
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Leadership and Pedagogy 

 The academic and popular literature from the fields of leadership and education 

suggests that a major shift is taking place. The global economy is changing in significant 

and foundational ways (International Monetary Fund, 2017), technology in all its various 

forms is evolving each day (Morrison, 2017), and generational social changes continue to 

challenge educators and organizational leaders alike (Kowske, Rasch, & Wiley, 2010). 

Whether on the shelves of an airport bookstore, on a popular blog, or in the pages of 

academic journals, important themes are emerging, and valuable research is being 

conducted; these books and articles shed light on critical changes to society’s concepts of 

what it means to be a leader, how we practice education, and how we communicate our 

ideas with one another.   

Leadership Theory 

 Historically, concepts of leadership have often focused on the hero or the “great 

man.” Machiavelli in the 16th century and Thomas Hobbes in the 17th initiated what has 

become an ever-evolving debate about power, authority, and leadership. Thomas Carlyle 

(1841) wrote extensively about hero worship and the influence of the “great man” on 

society and organizations. Scholars often consider these types of leadership constructs 

traits-based or style-based (Parry & Bryman, 1996). More modern thinkers such as 

Foucault (1977) and Bourdieu (1977) have examined power and authority in many 

different contexts and, of particular interest to the current research, suggest that power is 

socially constructed and relational. Pitsoe and Letseka (2013) note, in a discussion of 

Foucauldian power in the classroom, that it “is both a social and multi-layer construct. 

Also, it is a product of social relations and is culturally, socially and symbolically 

created” (p. 25). This recognition of power as a socially-constructed phenomenon 



TEACHER-AS-LEADER: A GESTALT PEDAGOGICAL APPROACH 18 

represents a critical turn in leadership scholarship: a turn from conceiving of leadership 

as the work of an individual - often called a unitary command perspective (Crevani, 

Lindgren, & Packendorff, 2007) - to what Parry and Bryman (1996) categorized as either 

a contingency approach or new leadership approach. In these new models, authors and 

thinkers began investigating not only the leader, but the follower, the context, and the 

mechanisms of socially constructing authority and inspiring action.  

Despite the shift in the academic literature toward a postheroic (Crevani, 

Lindgren, & Packendorff, 2007) leadership philosophy, heroic leadership beliefs still 

shape small businesses, nonprofit organizations, and corporations alike. Many 

contemporary organizations maintain a high degree of structure and formal hierarchy; the 

“leader” still sits alone at the top of many organizational charts. A landmark study by 

Worthy (1950) was among the first to explore the influences of organizational structure 

on power and authority; the comparison of flat and tall organizational structures 

highlighted the role of relationships as an important aspect of effectively functioning 

organizations. Though Carzo & Yanouzas (1969) later demonstrated the superiority of a 

tall structure in most tangible outcome categories such as decision-making time, their 

research stimulated discussion about the value of the flat (less hierarchical) structure in 

certain contexts where collaboration, teamwork, and necessarily shared responsibility are 

valued.  

The following decades saw an explosion of thinking and writing about attitude 

and purpose (Frankl, 2000), individualism and the self-in-relation (to others) (Fletcher & 

Käufer, 2003), and as a result, cultivated a certain degree of intellectual revolt against the 

exclusivity of power. Popular management books began offering alternative 

investigations of power. In the formulaic tradition of Dale Carnegie’s How to Win 



TEACHER-AS-LEADER: A GESTALT PEDAGOGICAL APPROACH 19 

Friends and Influence People (1936), a contemporary leader could learn The 7 Habits of 

Highly Effective People (Covey, 1989); the leader might try to approach leadership as 

service to others (Greenleaf, 1977) or as a force for transformation in others (Bass, 1990); 

managers could go From Good to Great (Collins, 2001); or learn to harness the power of 

emotional intelligence (Goleman, 1995; Goleman, 1998). In short, contemporary 

leadership literature recognizes that leadership is no longer a solitary undertaking. 

Scholars such as House (1992) have challenged the Weberian “great man” theory of 

leadership, through a neo-charismatic approach to conceptualize the pivotal role of the 

leader in context, as a driving force behind organizational change and shifts in follower 

perceptions. This school of thought still relies on the personality traits and behaviors of 

the leader, but as Beyer (1999) writes, the theorists have merely “tamed” Weberian 

charisma rather than redefining it entirely.  

House (1992), for example, differentiated personalized from socialized 

charismatic leadership, claiming that socialized charismatic leaders are “collectively 

oriented, egalitarian, and nonexploitive” (p. 81). While the aim of this review is not to 

explore charismatic leadership specifically, this literature sheds light on that notion that, 

even in decentralized, cooperative leadership models, the leader still plays an important 

role. Socialized charismatic leaders can inspire change through “supportive, sensitive, 

nurturing, and considerate” (p. 81) behaviors. Importantly, traits-based leadership 

scholarship has not been eliminated, but rather, has shifted to focus on the ways in which 

leaders utilize their roles in the context of social, emotional, and affective processes. New 

theories of leadership highlight the importance of relationships, context, and the ability of 

all organizational members to influence change. 
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Servant leadership. In 1970, Robert Greenleaf published his original essay, The 

Servant as Leader, effectively establishing a school of thought in which the leader is seen 

as most effective if they practice leadership in the service of those around him. Among 

Greenleaf’s key arguments is the idea that leaders gain power through legitimate means 

(i.e., expertise, in-group prototypicality, reference of others) rather than through coercion, 

force, or hierarchical/positional authority. Greenleaf and his ideological colleagues 

(Spears, 2010; Sipe & Frick, 2009; Keith, 2012), broadly propose that servant leaders 

exhibit the following traits/behaviors: listening and understanding; effective 

communication; withdrawal (or optimal use of resources/knowing when to quit); 

acceptance and empathy; vision, perception, and foresight; and awareness of self and 

community. Many of these fundamental themes are echoed in other leadership 

approaches that have emerged since Greenleaf’s work in the 1970s. Resonant leadership 

theory is one example.  

Resonant leadership. Goleman, Boyatzis, and McKee (2002) proposed that 

leadership is a primal phenomenon; that even in pre-linguistic societies, individuals 

emerged as “leaders” through strength, cleverness, bravery, or other desirable qualities. 

Fast forwarding to contemporary society, Boyatzis and McKee (2005) expanded the 

model of resonant leadership, explaining that leaders can use their strength, cleverness, or 

bravery to reflect the values and desires of their communities. Resonant Leadership 

(Boyatzis & McKee 2005) serves as a practical follow up to Primal Leadership 

(Goleman, Boyatzis, & McKee, 2002) and proposes specific techniques for sustaining 

resonant leadership in stressful, chaotic contemporary environments. Essentially, the 

leader shoulders the collective burden and acts as a resonance chamber in which 

collective action can be facilitated, filtered, and negotiated. Leadership is socially 
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constructed, and models like servant and resonant leadership work best in environments 

that value relationships and coexistence, storytelling, hope, and positivity (Bushe, 2013). 

Leaders cannot exist independently of others. 

These seemingly paradoxical conceptions of leadership take the “leader” down 

from their pedestal, and reframes them as a source of positive energy, support, and ego-

less facilitation. Servant leadership and resonant leadership are similar to the “fertile 

void” (Leary-Joyce, 2014) orientation that is central to the Gestalt approach discussed 

below. Non-authoritarian leadership approaches have gained popularity in the corporate 

sector over the last several decades, and researchers have worked diligently to support the 

philosophy vis-à-vis positive outcomes such as profits, employee satisfaction, corporate 

culture, and loyalty/citizenship behaviors. Similar approaches have been put forth in the 

educational theory and practice literature and provide an important foundation in the 

discussion of Gestalt-inspired teacher-leadership.  

Educational Theory 

 A postheroic shift has also taken place in educational theory over the last century. 

In the book, Teaching as a Subversive Activity, Postman and Weingartner (1969) 

articulated the problems they noticed in contemporary education which stemmed from 

the traditional model of the teacher as a hero; the instructor was the one with the 

knowledge and the students were passively waiting to receive the information. Freire 

(1970) took a similar approach in his seminal Pedagogy of the Oppressed, though from a 

stronger social justice, Marxist, class struggle standpoint. Freire suggested that the 

“banking model” (p. 52) of education in which the wise teacher simply deposits 

knowledge into the waiting minds of students is a form of systematic oppression. Freire 

offered suggestions for an education in praxis that allows the learners to develop in a 
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spirit of universal cooperation and achieve liberation through solving challenging 

problems together. 

Authors since Freire (1970) and Postman and Weingartner (1969) have developed 

more specific approaches to postheroic educational theory. Cockell and McArthur-Blair 

(2012), for example, demonstrated the effectiveness of Appreciative Pedagogy in higher 

education. Appreciative Pedagogy (AP), a concept with roots in the organizational 

change management process of Appreciative Inquiry (AI) (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 

1987) suggests that the teacher function as a facilitator of primarily student-driven 

inquiry. In the AI and AP traditions, positivity, individual experience, optimism and 

hope, and critical evaluation are central to the learning process. Yballe and O’Connor 

(2000) recognized the value of experiential, socially-constructed learning and worked to 

define a model of appreciative pedagogy (AP) in the tradition of appreciative inquiry. 

Yballe and O’Connor deployed 4 major themes in their explication of appreciative 

pedagogy: bias for experiences of success (p. 476); valuing success as the building block 

of positive vision (p. 477); belief in the profound connection between positive vision and 

positive action (p. 477); and valuing social inquiry (p. 477). In addition to the conceptual 

overview, Yballe and O’Connor provided several concrete examples and tactics for using 

AP in a classroom setting. 

Other contemporary scholars have approached AI in the classroom from several 

angles. Assudani and Kilbourne (2015), for example, investigated the use of appreciative 

inquiry in entrepreneurship education, citing its social constructivist roots as imperative 

for teaching problem solving and creativity. Conklin and Hartman (2014) specifically 

investigated how collaborative course creation would influence student motivation and 

feelings of autonomy. Research conducted on ten appreciative classroom exercises 
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revealed that students felt more empowered to participate in the course when they had 

input in designing the learning experience. The Appreciative Inquiry and Appreciative 

Pedagogy literature both provide strong foundations for a continued exploration of 

socially-constructed learning and the importance of emotional intelligence in teacher-

leaders.  

 Palmer (1998) advocated for a model in which teachers would open themselves 

to the needs of the student, at an intellectual, social, and emotional level. This type of 

immediacy (Andersen, 1979) can be a valuable instructional strategy, and has been shown 

to improve educational outcomes on a variety of measures. According to Andersen 

(1979), teacher immediacy is the set of behaviors, verbal, and nonverbal cues that 

instructors can use to signify their openness and/or willingness to engage in a productive 

emotional engagement with a student. In many ways, immediacy represents a stripping 

away of pretense and a move toward the authentic classroom leadership approach that 

Freire (1970), Postman and Weingartner (1969), Palmer (1998) and others supported. 

Authenticity of the teacher sets an important foundation for the Gestalt pedagogical 

approach and serves as a way to reduce the real and perceived power disparity between 

student and teacher. This belief is summed up in a popular aphorism that calls for 

educators to be a “guide on the side” rather than a “sage on the stage” (King, 1993). 

There is a wide range of emerging research into practical pedagogical strategies that 

supports these larger theories. 

The Teacher-as-Leader 

Administrators often call on teachers to transition out of their roles as a classroom 

leader and into a role as an institutional leader. One of the challenges found in the 

literature is precisely this role dichotomy. Much of the current literature on the topic 
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includes discussion of the teacher in non-classroom leadership roles at the larger, 

institutional level. Katzenmeyer and Moller (2000), for example, sought to understand if 

all teachers are leaders or can become leaders and if school leadership is formal or 

informal. Katzenmeyer and Moller also investigated classroom and administrative 

leadership differences; responsibility of outcomes; leadership training and development; 

and teacher agency in the context of accountability. In a thorough exploration of the 

teacher-leader literature, Angelle (2016) suggested that teacher-leaders often maintain 

classroom roles while simultaneously serving as exemplars in practice, as peer coaches, 

and as curriculum advisors. That is, they serve the educational practice of the institution 

while assisting with organizational issues.  

Lieberman and Miller (2004) reviewed the teacher-leader literature and identified 

categories which are helpful fin describing the teacher as leader: individual roles and 

organizational realities, learning in practice, and school culture. Hess (2016) noted that 

when teachers face policy or institutional-level challenges, they seldom wield the 

legitimate or positional authority that allows them to affect changes. However, teachers 

do maintain a high degree of expert and referent power (Johnson, 2005, p. 10), and 

potentially powerful moral authority (Hess, 2016). The Institute for Educational 

Leadership (2016) noted that despite misconceptions about the definitions of and paths to 

positions of leadership in a school environment, teachers can provide leadership from 

within their classrooms. The teacher’s prototypicality (Haslam, Reicher, and Platow, 

2011) in the classroom, as a type of leadership, is common in the literature and offers an 

interesting dimension of non-positional, expert/referent power and influence on school 

culture (Peterson & Deal, 2016). The focus in these examples, however, is still on the 

teacher as an instrument of change at the institutional level, rather than a leader in the 
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context of serving the immediate constituents (i.e., students). There is no consensus on 

the definition of teacher-as-leader in the literature (or in practice, it seems). Research, 

scholarship, and theory will undoubtedly continue to emerge and evolve.  

Gestalt 

This dissertation in practice suggests that professors can potentially augment their 

instructional practices by utilizing techniques from the leadership and organizational 

disciplines. As previously discussed, leadership in both organizations and schools 

continues to move away from “great man” (Carlyle, 1841) and “sage on the stage” (King, 

1993) models in favor of more student-centric, distributed/shared, teacher-as-facilitator-

of-growth models that give constituents increased agency and responsibility for growth, 

change, and learning. The emerging field of Gestalt pedagogy, rooted in Gestalt 

psychology, offers a unique model of instructional practice that could be beneficial in 

postsecondary, career and technical education programs. The following sections will 

explore three fundamental aspects of Gestalt: the history and primary beliefs of Gestalt 

psychology/therapy; the application of Gestalt philosophy in organizational settings; and 

the emergence of Gestalt pedagogy as both an educational philosophy and as a set of 

concrete instructional practices.  

Gestalt Psychology 

Just after the turn of the 20th century, Max Wertheimer (1912) published a paper 

on the phenomenon of pure motion or phi motion. In it, Wertheimer observed that motion 

could be perceived without it having taken place; objects would appear to move, even 

though they were stationary. Wertheimer’s paper, “Experimental Studies on the Seeing of 

Motion” is widely regarded as one of the foundational texts of Gestalt psychology 

(Wagemans, et al., 2012), and laid the groundwork for more than a century of research 
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and thinking across the domains of psychology, therapy, neuroscience, behavioral 

science, organizational behavior, leadership, and education. The essential idea of Gestalt 

(as a mode of perception) is that individual phenomena (sights, sounds, or other sensoria) 

are assembled together in the brain to comprise a “whole” that is other (not necessarily 

better) than the sum of its parts (Heider, 1977). Wertheimer’s colleague, Kurt Koffka 

made the explicit connection between perception and cognitive development in babies 

and children. He suggested that infants perceive of environmental stimuli as a whole, and 

only later learn to differentiate individual aspects of their experience (Koffka, 1924). 

Köhler (1925) observed similar phenomena in animals and proposed the idea of relative 

stimuli. That is, animals (and humans) respond to the relationship between the stimulus 

and its surroundings, rather than the absolute properties of either. Both men worked to 

explicate the importance of structure and organization as fundamental principles of 

Gestalt, and essentially initiated a major turn in the burgeoning Gestalt movement. 

 In popular parlance, the term ‘gestalt’ is often used interchangeably with words 

like ‘ethos’ or ‘milieu’ as a way to describe an overarching feeling or spirit of, for 

example, a political, social, or cultural movement. In a visual sense, gestalt is the 

assemblage and arrangement of elements on a page that make up the entire visual 

composition. The artist, in the words of Arnheim (1943), “directly grasps the full 

meaning of nature's creations, and, by organizing sensory facts according to the laws of 

‘prägnanz’(German for ‘pithiness’ or ‘simplicity’), unity, segregation, and balance, he 

reveals harmony and order, or stigmatizes discord and disorder” (p. 71). Additional 

principles of gestalt in art include multistability or figure/ground relationships (Rubin, 

1915); reification or illusory contours (Schumann, 1900); invariance (Lehar, 2003); and 
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principles of grouping such as proximity, similarity, closure, continuity, and symmetry 

(Sternberg & Sternberg, 2009). The illustrations below demonstrate each principle. 

    

Multistability Illusory Contours Invariance Proximity 

    

Continuity Similarity Closure Symmetry 

Illustration 1: visual principles of gestalt   

Beyond the realms of perception and art, Gestaltists have built on the work of 

Wertheimer, Koffka, and Köhler, and developed concepts for use in the social and 

behavioral realms as a reference to systems and holism (Barber, 2006), response to 

context (Fischer, 2016), and the interrelation between figure and ground (Latner, 1973). 

One of the areas that has adopted many of the perceptual or psychological principles of 

Gestalt is the clinical practice of Gestalt therapy. 

Gestalt Therapy 

 Frederick Perls, Ralph Hefferline and Paul Goodman introduced the idea of using 

gestalt as a therapeutic practice in their book, Gestalt Therapy: Excitement and Growth in 

the Human Personality. Taking a cue from principles of Gestalt psychology, Gestalt 

therapists help clients through an investigation of the “whole,” which includes themselves 
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and their contexts. Gestalt therapy is rooted in existential, humanistic, phenomenological 

paradigms (González-Ramírez et al., 2017). Brownell (2010) notes that in Gestalt 

therapy, the individual in his (or her) totality is the focus of discovery, and that this 

totality includes cognitive/intellectual, affective/social, sensorial, and even spiritual 

facets. Harper, Bauer, and Kannarkat (1976) suggested the following as hallmarks of 

Gestalt therapy: Gestalt therapy is process-oriented, and the experience of the 

intervention is important. Gestalt therapy prioritizes the patient’s awareness of feelings, 

behaviors, and contexts. In contrast to other behavioral therapies, Gestalt therapy is less 

concerned about discovering the antecedents of a particular behavior, and instead, 

challenges the patient to experience the behavior through re-enactment or imaginative 

role-play (p. 56). This therapeutic approach if firmly situated in the present moment, 

requiring both clients and therapists to engage in an emergent, co-created process. In 

order for this to be most effective, both parties must practice mindfulness and awareness. 

Awareness as a focus of the early Gestalt therapists led to the development of the 

Cycle of Awareness (Polster & Polster, 1973), and later, the Cycle of Awareness-

Excitement-Contact (Zinker, 1978). These cycles emerged from Perls’ (1969) original 

observations about humanity’s existence in a complex ecosystem of stimuli, responses, 

and interactions. The Gestaltists argue that “this cycle was a self-regulating experiential 

cycle that maintained the internal equilibrium of each individual” (Stevenson, 2010, p. 5), 

and that internal or external pressures could interfere with the successful completion of 

the cycle. Incomplete cycles cause an organism to get caught in a closed-loop system that 

leads to “unfinished business” (O’Leary & Nieuwstraten, 1999) or, in other words, 

problematic behavior, habits, or thought patterns. If unfinished business “is not attended 

to, energy remains locked in the past, thus hindering individuals from living fully in the 
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present” (p. 4). Interrupting the closed loop, unfinished business cycle is what the Gestalt 

therapist seeks to resolve by deliberately coaching or guiding the patient through the 

steps of the Cycle of Awareness-Excitement-Contact (Zinker, 1978) or something 

similar. These steps include: sensation, awareness, mobilization of energy, action, 

contact/change, and withdrawal/satisfaction (Zinker, 1978). Gestalt therapy provides an 

effective approach in clinical settings, and beyond that, offers a strong and innovative 

framework for leadership and organizational development (OD).  

Gestalt Organizational Development  

Barber (2006) suggested that gestalt in the transpersonal sense owes much to 

Taoism and Buddhism (p. 4), as well as to Lewin’s (1952) Field Theory, and Buber’s 

(1980) “I-Thou” relationship philosophy. Gestalt as an operational principle applies to 

organizations, groups - and in the current research, classrooms - as a collection of 

individual elements existing in connection with one another in a specific context. The 

“leader” in such an environment is often not a single individual and can be difficult to 

isolate. Leadership becomes a shared, dynamic, process-oriented concept rather than the 

actions or will of one heroic individual. At an interpersonal level, Barber (2006) explored 

the ways in which a Gestalt-informed facilitator (leader) could direct a peer learning 

community toward, among other things, organizational healing. Barber suggested that the 

group, or in the Gestalt tradition the “whole” exists independently of its members, but 

that each member contributes to the whole in unique ways. Thus, the group becomes the 

primary instrument of learning (the teacher).  

Leadership positions do still exist in contemporary organizational and educational 

settings, so it can be tempting to continually describe the traits or behaviors of the leader 

who holds a specific title, office, or organizational role. Gestalt principles, however, 
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emphasize context and wholeness, and move the locus of power from the individual to 

the group and, in some cases, into the space between leader and constituent, into the 

social context itself. For example, Weibler and Rohn-Endres (2010) researched shared 

network leadership (SNL) and concluded in part that “individual network leadership 

would not emerge without embeddedness in certain high-quality relational processes and 

emerging collective processes of relating and dialogue” (p. 192). That is, a “network 

coordinator” (p. 192) observes behaviors of those in a network, identifies and evaluates 

needs, and subsequently works to facilitate processes and resources to optimize the 

network. The leadership of the network coordinator in this context cannot exist outside of 

the network. Maak and Pless (2006) set forth a notion of relational leadership that stems 

from what they refer to as a “stakeholder society” (p. 99). In their work, Maak and Pless 

proposed a roles-based model of leadership in which the roles “do not reflect different 

persons but one integrative being – the leader” (p. 107), who exists as a responder to the 

needs of the stakeholders.  

 Organizations, according to the Gestaltists, move through cycles of experience 

just as individuals do (Zinker, 1980). Stevenson (2010) clarified this idea by suggesting 

that in any given group context, there are independent, individual cycles of experience 

happening, and one larger group cycle which happens collectively. The Organizational 

Cycle of Experience consists of the following stages: scanning (sensation in the 

individual model), conceptualization (awareness), commitment to energy (excitement), 

movement (action), change of boundaries (contact), and assessment (withdrawal) (p. 8). 

Just as therapists work with patients or clients to navigate these cycles, organizational 

coaches use similar techniques to help move organizations forward.  
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Techniques found in Gestalt coaching can be employed by leaders within the 

organization, or by external coaches. The Gestalt Coaching Stance, developed by the 

Gestalt Institute of Cleveland, identified three fundamental beliefs about facilitating 

organizational change. According to Stevenson (2005), “the Gestalt coach is trained to a) 

use self as instrument; b) provide a presence that is otherwise lacking in the system and c) 

help the client to complete units of work that result in new insights, behavior or action” 

(p. 35). The coach, like the therapist, serves as a facilitator, who, instead of mandating or 

prescribing courses of action, growth, improvement, or change, attempts to create a space 

in which organizational members are responsible for their own progress. Specific to the 

actions of the facilitator, one of the most important aspects of the Gestalt Coaching stance 

is presence (p. 38). The coach is often an outsider, inserting themselves into the client 

organization’s ecosystem, so the coach must be keenly aware of how they are 

approaching the engagement. The Gestalt coach is attuned to the self; is attuned to 

individual and group dynamics; possesses knowledge and information about the 

organization or field; and operates from a strong place of personal conviction. 

Additionally, the coach must model the behaviors they wish to see in effective 

client/coach interactions. Such behaviors can include active listening, reservation of 

judgment, and present-centeredness (p. 38). In contrast to some other types of consulting 

or coaching, “the Gestalt approach to coaching downplays problem-solving in favor of 

helping the client to see the problem in new ways” (p. 38). With this goal in mind, the 

coach works to teach the clients how to operate in the Gestalt tradition, developing 

awareness and honing evaluative skills.  

Of particular interest to this study is the Gestalt coaching priority of 

experimentation. Coaches (and teachers) can work to foster climates in which clients (and 
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students) can feel free to explore. “In the safety of the experiment, the client is able to try 

out a new behavior or a different way of conceptualizing a situation” (Stevenson, 2005, p. 

39), which can lead to new ways of conceiving of the future, and potential breaks in the 

problematic closed-loop cycle mentioned above. Another tenet of the Gestalt coaching 

stance that is relevant to this research is the idea of “holding space” during the 

client/coach interaction. The practice of holding space helps the coach create an 

environment in which the clients can creatively turn inward, and focus on “being,” and 

being more aware of the present. Stevenson (2005) suggested that holding space is 

similar to “unintegration” in Winnicot’s (1965) created environments and the Buddhist-

inspired therapeutic perspectives set forth by Epstein in Thoughts Without a Thinker 

(1995). The literature on Gestalt coaching presents some very specific tactics for working 

with clients and organizations, many of which are outlined in Chapter 5 of this work. The 

research and field work in Gestalt coaching have also led to an interest in using Gestalt-

inspired techniques in educational settings. 

Gestalt Pedagogy 

 As scholars and practitioners continue to challenge existing teaching and learning 

models, the principles of Gestalt psychology, therapy, and organizational development 

have been applied to a variety of educational settings. Woldt (2009) asserted that 

“learning is an organismic, self-regulating process that involves the learners’ whole being 

with self-determined boundaries and contacting processes in response to the field 

conditions” (p. 139). Soff (2013) reflected on the application of Gestalt principles to 

education, “Gestalt theory as a differentiating holistic position, as well as most of the 

explicitly drawn or derivable pedagogical consequences, could also be a valuable 

background for teachers’ work in classrooms” (p. 47). Soff thoroughly explored many of 
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the issues surrounding and pervading Gestalt in education, including discussions of 

student motivations, punishment/reward, disintegration, social learning theory, classroom 

management, and teacher behavior. Both Woldt (2009) and Soff (2013) provided 

practical applications for teachers. Childers and Basse (1980) outlined a three-unit Gestalt 

education program that was designed to explicitly teach elementary school students 1) 

awareness of the outside world, 2) awareness of the inside world, and 3) awareness of 

fantasy activity (p. 121). Koontz and Gunderman (2007) offered a slightly different 

approach to Gestalt in science education and suggested that overtly training radiology 

students on the visual principles of Gestalt could enhance interpretation; similar ideas 

could be applied to visual communication courses.  

Overall, the literature on Gestalt pedagogy is somewhat limited; however, there 

are a number of scholars and organizations that continue to work on understanding the 

concept. Additionally, there is a great deal of research on individual elements similar to 

those found within Gestalt pedagogy that are not always situated within the Gestalt 

tradition. For example, social emotional and affective learning play an important role in 

Gestalt pedagogy, and the literature on those individual constructs is quite vast. 

Additionally, the role of communication is important for the Gestalt educator’s “signature 

presence” (Leary-Joyce, 2014), and there is a solid knowledge base to support 

understanding effective (and ineffective) instructional communication.  

Community Colleges and Career/Technical Schools 

 Postsecondary education is a constantly shifting area. In particular, community 

colleges and career/technical institutions face a barrage of issues when working to meet 

the needs of an ever-diversifying student population; increasing demands of state 

regulations and funding; constantly vacillating social and political climates; and a broad 
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range of personnel, human resource, and financial issues. Community colleges are a 

valuable part of the postsecondary landscape, and much research has been (and continues 

to be) done to help faculty, administrators, and students better understand the context.  

The demographics of college students are changing dramatically, forcing 

institutions to rethink how to best serve students throughout the course of their studies. 

Since the passage of the Federal Higher Education Act in the mid 1960s, access to higher 

education has continued to increase for students who are not middle or upper-class, 

white, non-working, family-supported males (Brock, 2010). For example, in 1976, 82% 

of postsecondary enrollees were white; by 2008, that number had decreased to 63.2%; as 

of 2016, white students represented just 53% of the postsecondary population (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2017b). Students from ethnic minority groups in the United 

States may have different cultural values or practices that shape their learning; students 

from ‘large power distance’ cultures, for example, may simply accept a teacher-centered 

education model, and may expect to be told exactly what to do (Hofstede, 2011). 

Additionally, methods of group participation, understanding of social norms, as well as 

communication practices are all influenced by cultural backgrounds, and can have serious 

implications in the academic environment. While factors such as age and ethnicity do not 

necessarily correlate with specific academic needs or learning preferences, they add 

texture to a student’s total educational experience and contribute to the need for 

individualized instruction and responsiveness on the part of the instructor. 

According to the American Association of Community Colleges (AAAC) (2018), 

the average age of students enrolled in a community college program today is 28. In 

1970, 52% of postsecondary students were between the ages of 18-21, and just 1.5% 

were older than 30. As of 2015 however, 39% of students were within the 18-21 cohort, 
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while the number of older students (30+) jumped to 25% of the postsecondary population 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2017c). Older students have more ‘life experience’ than 

their younger classmates, which might contribute to differences in work ethic, 

collaboration skills, or classroom citizenship behaviors. Consistent with previous 

research, Heller and Cassady (2017) found that ‘nontraditional students’ (28 years of age 

and older) expressed high overall levels of educational anxiety, but were more effective 

than their peers in managing resources, support networks, and environmental control 

mechanisms. As a result, many nontraditional students demonstrated higher levels of 

academic achievement than their younger peers. Additionally, nontraditional students 

may be closer in age to their professors, which can impact the student/teacher relationship 

in areas such as trust, teacher immediacy, or deference; factors that affect the quality of 

the educational interaction (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Marzano, Marzano, & 

Pickering, 2003). Again, professors should be aware of how demographic differences 

impact student experiences in subtle, and often unseen ways.  

Demographic trends can also offer insight into the non-academic barriers to 

completion that many contemporary students face. The American Association of 

Community Colleges (AACC) (2018) reported that 36% of students are the first in their 

families to attend college (first generation), and 12% of students have a disability. 

Seventeen percent of students were raising a child by themselves. Finally, AACC report 

indicated that 4% of community college enrollees were military veterans. Community 

college students often lack financial resources, self-confidence, and access to mentors or 

role models. They may have trouble assimilating and integrating into their college 

community. Social and familial relationships can suffer as well, as a result of stress and 
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time constraints that come with being a student (Creighton, 2007). Any one of these 

factors can negatively impact a student’s performance; taken together, they cast a dark 

pall over even the most promising student’s hopes for the future.     

   Going to college is expensive. For the 2013-14 academic year, students at 

public, 4-year institutions spent approximately $18,100 per year in tuition, fees, and room 

and board while their peers at 2-year schools spent roughly $9,200 (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2016). The ability to pay for a college education is one major factor that 

influences retention and graduation rates for community college students. Further, nearly 

44% of community college students balance a job and classes, with 18% maintaining a 

full-time position while in school (Dunlop Velez, Bentz, & Arbeit, 2018), and the 

opportunity cost of taking time off work to attend school may be prohibitive to success. 

Certainly, federal and state agencies have provided significant financial assistance for 

students across the educational spectrum. Approximately 58% of students at the nation’s 

community colleges receive some form of financial aid and many more receive grants or 

subsidize educational costs through work-study or student employment programs 

(American Association of Community Colleges, 2018).  

Despite the generosity of federal and state governments, many students report, 

anecdotally, that they still struggle to afford the college experience, and many of them 

simply cannot withstand the financial hardship placed on them for a period of 2 or more 

years. Assuming that students with only a high school diploma earn far less on average 

than their more educated peers (U.S. Department of Labor, 2015), the perpetually 

increasing costs of higher education puts community college students in a precarious 

economic place. When students are faced with a decision to work or attend school, the 



TEACHER-AS-LEADER: A GESTALT PEDAGOGICAL APPROACH 37 

immediate needs of family and daily survival may make work the easy (and necessary) 

choice. If a student is able to afford tuition, fees, and supplies, what money that remains 

may or may not allow them to participate in the educational experience on a daily basis.  

As of 2010, only about 1% of community college students lived on campus 

(American Association of Community Colleges, 2013). Most students live at home and 

must commute to campus for each class. For these students, gas, car insurance, parking 

passes, and automobile maintenance add to the cost of the education. Many low-income 

students may have to share transportation with spouses, parents or siblings, and 

transportation may not always be available. The non-monetary costs of commuting to 

school include reduced feelings of community, decreased knowledge of campus 

resources (such as tutoring or registration), and the added stress of rearranging 

personal/class schedules to accommodate for commute time, parking, or taking extended 

blocks of classes to eliminate multiple commutes (“Commuter Students - Commuter 

Student Challenges”, n.d.). Students who live on campus tend to be more engaged in the 

college experience than students who commute (Kuh, Gonyea, and Palmer, 2001). 

Because community college student populations are highly heterogeneous, it can be 

problematic to assume that all commuter students engage (or do not engage) in the exact 

same ways. While commuter students may be less engaged in co-curricular activities and 

student life, their engagement in classroom and learning activities is comparable to that of 

their classmates living on campus (p. 9). Broadly, however, student engagement 

positively correlates with self-reported gains in personal and social competence, gains in 

practical competence, and gains in general education (p. 8). This suggests that finding 

ways of engaging commuter students in campus life may be beneficial to graduation and 
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completion rates, especially for students that may feel overwhelmed or isolated in a big, 

fast-paced, competitive postsecondary environment.  

First-generation college students - those who are the first in their families to 

attend college - represent more than one-third of the population at community colleges 

nationwide (AACC, 2014). For first-generation students, navigating a complex higher 

education environment without a model can be difficult. In comparison to continuing-

generation students, (i.e., those for whom at least one parent has a degree) (Stephens, 

Fryberg, Markus, Johnson, & Covarrubias, 2012), first-generation students tend to get 

lower grades, take fewer credits, and have a higher dropout rate (p. 1179). First-

generation students often come from low socioeconomic backgrounds and may find 

themselves unable to afford participating fully in college life. These students, like 

commuter students, may feel disconnected from their campus community because they 

tend to participate less in extracurricular activities.  

On top of economic constraints, first-generation students often face social barriers 

to acceptance because of factors that Stephens et al. (2012) identify in their “cultural 

mismatch” theory (p. 1179). In this theory, the authors suggested that prevailing social 

norms found in college and university settings are often contrary to those instilled in 

contemporary first-generation students. These factors include independence and 

individual achievement rather than interdependence and collaboration. When students 

experience this mismatch, they may feel unwelcome in the college community, they may 

perceive themselves as unable to succeed, or they may simply not understand how to act 

or behave in certain settings (p. 1180). This mismatch, therefore, can lead to poor 

academic performance and high attrition rates among first-generation students. Stephens 
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et al. (2012) suggest that policy based on “ideas and practices of interdependence may go 

a long way toward remedying the unseen disadvantage experienced by first-generation 

students in American universities today” (p. 1195). There is a great deal of research on 

many facets of the community and career/technical educational context, much of which 

highlights the challenges that students (as well as faculty, staff, and administration) face. 

Institutions around the country have observed and continue to respond to these needs in 

creative, sensitive, innovative ways. The academic and popular educational literature is 

full of research on effective institutional policies, classroom practices, community 

support systems, and a variety of other way to help everyone on campus thrive. 

Competency- and Skills-Based Education 

 This dissertation in practice set out to investigate how Gestalt pedagogy could be 

used to serve the unique needs of students in career and technical education programs. As 

such, it is helpful to understand how competency- and skills-based education models 

function and to survey the current research on teaching and learning in this context. 

Typically, a competency-based or skills-based educational model is best suited for 

programs in which the students must demonstrate mastery of a single skill prior to the 

exploration of another, more advanced skill, or skillset (Ryan & Cox, 2017). In contrast 

to knowledge acquisition educational programs, competency-based curricula are highly 

focused and process-oriented. Beyond the theoretical approach, competency-based 

education addresses the needs of the individual based on that student’s own pace, 

personalized learning, and demonstration of mastery (Steele, et al., 2014). Practitioners 

and scholars often use the terms skills-based, competency-based, and proficiency-based 

interchangeably. At this point, there is disagreement in the literature about the 

nomenclature (and implementation strategies) used in these fields; for many scholars, 
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(Ryan & Cox, 2017) “skills-based” education includes both field-specific competencies 

(e.g., fluency in HTML programming language), as well as “soft skills” like teamwork, 

interpersonal communication skills, and emotional intelligence.  

 According to Ryan and Cox (2017), competency-based education programs are 

gaining popularity and challenging models that use “seat time” or standardized testing to 

gauge student success. Competency-based models are student-centric, dynamically-

paced, and use assessment methods that place greater responsibility on the students (e.g., 

360° feedback, peer evaluation, and self-assessment) (p. 1). Bedrow and Evers (2011) set 

forth the Bases of Competency model of education for postsecondary contexts which 

“articulates base competencies required of today’s higher education professional 

graduates, as a tool in learner-centered, self-reflective pedagogy and self-assessment” (p. 

406). Their model, like several others from the literature, moves beyond field-specific 

competencies to foster a student’s skills in aspects like critical thinking, commitment to 

learning, reflective practice, and knowledge application.  

 Specific to the communication field, Ellmers (2006) explored a project-based 

learning context for students in a graphic design program. Ellmers asserted that graphic 

design instructors are missing key learning opportunities because design programs tend to 

focus on an outcomes-based model rather than a process model (p. 1). Students are too 

focused on the deliverables rather than a deep exploration of the process. The Gestaltist 

might say that these students are not aware, and not allowing themselves to experience 

the present moment. Therefore, they may not be able to move forward in their cycles of 

experience. Blumenfeld et al. (1991) put forth a model for project-based learning that, in 

many ways, mimics the cycle of experience found in Gestalt therapy. This model begins 

with a driving question (sensation). The process then turns to a collaborative design 
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activity (mobilization of energy/action), formative assessment (contact), revision 

(change), and finally, project artifact/presentation (withdrawal/satisfaction). Similar 

approaches are used in skills- and competency-based models.  

Conclusion 

 The literature in leadership and education has a long and deep history. There has 

been a shift in recent years toward a postheroic model of leadership and pedagogy that 

embraces the shared, relational nature of leadership. This research supposes that teachers 

can be conceived of as leaders in their classrooms and that they can improve pedagogical 

practice by understanding and implementing strategies from leadership theory. 

Specifically, this section has outlined how Gestalt psychology, Gestalt therapy, and the 

emergent field of Gestalt pedagogy can inform instructional practice. Literature presented 

highlights the viability of Gestalt pedagogy as an instructional strategy in student-

centered, competency- and skills-based contexts, such as career and technical programs. 

This literature review has provided a high-level overview of the research on leadership, 

education, Gestalt, and career and technical education. The literature in these areas is 

broad, and this review is certainly not exhaustive; however, it provides a theoretical and 

practical foundation for the remainder of this dissertation in practice.  

The following chapter (Chapter 3) presents the methods and procedures of the 

current research, which explored a Gestalt-inspired teacher-leadership approach. Chapter 

4 presents the data collected during the research process. Chapter 5 offers a framework 

and teacher-training curriculum for instructors who wish to implement this style of 

teacher-leadership. 
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CHAPTER THREE: PROJECT METHODOLOGY 

This chapter presents an overview of the selected methods, methodological 

assumptions, and practical research techniques used in the current dissertation in practice. 

As described in the previous section, this research supposed that professors can and 

should be conceived of as leaders in their classroom environments, each with their own 

unique leadership persona (Maak & Pless, 2006). Of particular interest to this research 

was the use of leadership theory as a lens for investigating instructional strategies in 

hands-on, career and technical educational settings. Specifically, the author designed this 

study to help understand and identify the ways in which faculty members can utilize a 

Gestalt-inspired leadership and organizational development approach to their classes. 

This research is meaningful and relevant, especially in rapidly-changing educational, 

technological, and social landscapes. As noted in the previous chapters, changing student 

demographics and advancing technology are having major effects on pedagogy, and a 

focus on instructional strategies through the Gestalt leadership/pedagogy lenses can be 

beneficial to new professors and seasoned faculty alike.  

The Gestalt approach to organizational coaching and academic instructional 

strategies is one in which the teacher is a facilitator and co-creator of learning, rather than 

an authoritative, command-and-control style leader. A Gestalt-inspired pedagogy (Woldt, 

2009) is a student-centered method that encourages experiential learning within the 

context of human and environmental awareness, a sense of optimism, and ideally allows 

the learner to freely explore a fertile, generative learning environment. Gestalt pedagogy 

is rooted in Gestalt therapy, and as such, emphasizes a holistic and relational approach to 

growth, change, education; learners must be aware of themselves and the influences of 

the environment around them in order to experience growth. In this way, a Gestalt 
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pedagogical approach is ideally suited for faculty members who are working with diverse 

student populations in career and technical educational programs.  

The purpose of this qualitative dissertation in practice was to explore how 

instructors in postsecondary career and technical education programs deploy instructional 

strategies that align with the theoretical frameworks of Gestalt pedagogy and 

organizational development. The qualitative methodology and grounded theory approach 

adopted here allowed for a wide range of findings. The data collection process was 

thorough, but manageable for a solo researcher working on an aggressive timeline. The 

aim of this research was to develop a series of practical recommendations for faculty 

members wishing to adopt a Gestalt pedagogical approach. This project provides a 

theoretical foundation for the development of a teacher training curriculum that could 

take the form of professional development/continuing education sessions, and/or course 

materials for aspiring teachers in college or graduate schools. Chapter 5 of this 

dissertation in practice presents an in-depth overview of the recommended solution. 

Central Question 

In order to develop a more complete understanding of how Gestalt-informed 

pedagogy can be utilized in a postsecondary, competency-based educational setting, the 

following central question (Creswell, 2013) guided this dissertation in practice: Specific 

to career and technical education programs, what approaches do instructors use that align 

with the values, principles, and practices of Gestalt psychology and pedagogy? Per the 

qualitative research recommendations laid out in Creswell (2013), the researcher used the 

following subquestions for “further analyzing the central phenomenon” (p. 141) of 

Gestalt-inspired educational practice: 
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• What are the instructional strategies used by faculty that are specific to the 

needs of postsecondary, career and technical education programs? 

• Which of these instructional strategies align with the traditions and 

theoretical framework of Gestalt pedagogy and how? 

• What are the aspects of course and curriculum design that are unique to 

the competency-based needs of postsecondary, career and technical 

education programs? 

• Which of these aspects align with the traditions and theoretical framework 

of Gestalt pedagogy and how? 

• What are the institutional factors that contribute to or detract from 

effective implementation of Gestalt-inspired pedagogy in a postsecondary 

setting? 

Research Design 

 The current project utilized a qualitative research approach. As Creswell (2013) 

noted, “Qualitative research begins with assumptions and the use of 

interpretive/theoretical frameworks that inform the study of research problems…” (p. 44). 

This research was based in existing and newly-emerging theoretical frameworks of 

nontraditional leadership models, Gestalt organizational development and pedagogy, and 

instructional communication. Within the qualitative tradition, this project adopted a 

research approach that provides a rich, vibrant picture of faculty beliefs and experiences 

while offering the researcher a wealth of data to review, analyze, and learn from. In order 

to focus the themes and population of the research, this study focused on faculty 

members who teach courses in applied communication fields such as graphic design, web 

development, and/or public speaking (among others). This broad category includes any 
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number of courses in which students learn to produce effective communication across 

digital, printed, or interpersonal channels.  

The researcher used a grounded theory approach in order to help develop a 

“unified theoretical explanation” (Corbin & Strauss, 2017, p. 107) around utilizing 

Gestalt-inspired pedagogy in career and technical education. Further, the grounded theory 

approach allowed the researcher to better understand the lived experiences of the 

subjects, contexts of both the researcher and subject, and the intersection thereof 

(Creswell, 2013), values that are consistent with Gestalt philosophy and practice. 

Research for this dissertation in practice was conducted over a period of roughly four 

months, from April to August 2018. 

Data Sources, Participants, and Recruitment 

The primary units of analysis (Babbie, 2014) for this study were individual 

faculty members that teach courses in career and technical education programs. As noted 

above, such programs often take place in community college environment, so this study 

included faculty in both technical schools and community colleges. The researcher used 

purposive, theoretical sampling to refine the sample population, and to develop a 

thematic focus (Creswell, 2013); specifically, this project was interested in college-level 

faculty, their instructional strategies, and how they provide rigorous training for a 

heterogeneous group of students in creative disciplines. Additionally, the researcher 

deployed a convenience sampling approach (p. 158), leveraging his professional network 

to facilitate efficient participant recruitment and data collection. A snowball sampling 

technique was also deployed in some cases, using participants to provide references that 

expanded the pool of respondents. The author collected data from college and university 

faculty of various ranks and degrees of seniority (i.e., adjunct, part-time, 
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assistant/associate/full professor). The current researcher assumed that faculty with 

different ranks and levels of seniority would demonstrate different levels of confidence, 

expertise in teaching, and approaches to student learning, and would provide unique 

perspectives to this project.  

This research focused exclusively on college faculty working in communication 

programs, and specifically, those that focus on practical communication or applied 

communication courses rather than theoretical communication studies courses. 

Communication studies and related fields remain very popular on college campuses 

(Schmitt, 2014), and the faculty who work in these programs demonstrate a broad range 

of leadership and teaching styles, approaches to instruction, and competence in their 

disciplines.  

The researcher recruited participants initially through email, social media 

messaging, and/or phone calls. The initial message (Appendix A) briefly explained the 

study, outlined participation requirements, and invited the individuals to participate. 

Additionally, the solicitation letter explained the process for voluntary participation, 

including the opportunity for the participant to refuse to participate or to opt out at any 

point in the process. If individuals agreed to participate, the researcher made 

arrangements to conduct interviews. A total of 13 structured interviews were conducted 

in person, over the telephone, or using online tools such as Skype or FaceTime. 

Individuals that agreed to participate signed an Informed Consent letter, which also 

included the Participant’s Bill of Rights (Appendix B).  

Data Collection Tools 

The primary data collection tool for this dissertation in practice was personal 

interviews. For the purposes of saturation, Creswell (2013) suggests conducting 20-30 
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interviews. Saturation occurs when sufficient data are collected to explore the research 

question, and no new major themes would emerge from additional research. Upon review 

of the collected data, the researcher chose to conclude the research after conducting 13 

interviews (See Chapter 4 for an in-depth discussion of specific themes and saturation). 

All interviews were audio recorded, stored, and later uploaded to a transcription service. 

The transcription service, Trint, produced a written record of each interview, which 

included timecodes, confidential speaker identification codes (based on participant 

initials and the date), and interview meta-data (date/time, location, participant ID). The 

researcher loaded these transcripts into the qualitative research software, NVivo for 

further editing, coding, and processing. A complete description of the data analysis 

procedure is presented below. 

The author designed the interview protocols to investigate three primary areas: the 

individual and the institution; specific instructional strategies; and finally, course and 

curriculum design. The first section, entitled “About you and your school(s)” briefly 

addressed the faculty member’s current appointments, professional experience outside of 

teaching (if any), motivations to enter the teaching profession and educational training. 

Section one also included questions about the faculty member’s teaching philosophy, 

classroom presence, and approach to discipline or classroom management. Next, the 

protocol included questions about the specific methods or practices that faculty members 

use in their classes. Questions from “Section II: Instructional Strategies” were inspired by 

major themes found in Gestalt psychology and pedagogy. The researcher assumed that 

many instructors would not be familiar with the concept of Gestalt pedagogy, and as 

such, tried to avoid using overly-specific jargon or technical terminology from the field. 

Instead, the interviewer posed non-leading questions generally, so that faculty could 
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respond easily and honestly. For example, to explore the concept of awareness and 

stuckness in the Gestalt tradition (Uebel, 2007), the researcher asked, “How do you 

respond to and work with students who are “stuck” creatively, conceptually, or 

technically?” To explore the notion of withdrawing/closing the cycle of experience 

(Stevenson, 2010) for the learner, the interviewer asked: “Describe, if applicable, the role 

of student self-reflection or self-assessment in your classes?” Additional questions were 

inspired by other concepts from Gestalt such as figure/ground relationships (key focus 

areas); sensation or awareness of individual needs (what each student needs in order to 

learn); internal struggles and dealing with resistance (learning process); action and energy 

(fulfilling the need or combating resistance); and closure (demonstrating competence, 

reflecting on lessons learned) (Zinker, 1978). The interview protocol included questions 

about the systems, processes, and overall course designs that instructors use to move 

students through the learning process. Finally, the researcher asked participants about 

their interactions with the institution, as well as the ways in which regulations, 

organizational culture, and administration affect their instructional practice. (See 

Appendix C for full interview protocol). 

Data Analysis 

Upon completion of each interview, the researcher uploaded the audio recording 

to an online transcription service (Trint), which created a written transcript of the 

conversation. The researcher reviewed these documents for accuracy and to initially 

highlight important or notable passages. The transcripts were then loaded into the 

qualitative research software Nvivo for ease of organization, data management, and 

processing. A qualitative codebook (Creswell, 2014) was developed using the “node” 

function in NVivo; this feature tracks codes as they emerge and helps reinforce coder 



TEACHER-AS-LEADER: A GESTALT PEDAGOGICAL APPROACH 49 

consistency. The researcher stored this codebook, along with other analytic information 

locally his personal computer. The NVivo software was invaluable for keeping the 

collection of interview transcripts organized and provided the researcher with ready/easy 

access to information through searches, cross references, indices, and other database-

driven tools. 

 The researcher went through a process of open coding (Creswell, 2013, p. 86) to 

identify “major categories of information” (p. 86) within each transcript. Babbie (2014) 

noted that coding “involves the logic of conceptualization and operationalization…” (p. 

338). Because this study sought to align instructional strategies with Gestalt leadership 

and pedagogy, the analysis also used some prefigured themes or codes (Creswell, 2013, 

p. 185), but introduced and organized new codes as they emerged from the data (a 

constant comparative analysis). Creswell suggested grouping these themes into larger 

“meaning” units (p. 193) which were inspired by the leadership and pedagogy literature 

and the conceptualization of teacher-as-leader that has was established in the Chapter 2 

literature review.  

The researcher used a mix of latent and manifest coding (Cho & Lee, 2014) to 

catalog both the explicit content of the interview transcripts and an interpreted meaning 

behind the various elements of the interviews. For example, the researcher initially used 

manifest (explicit) coding to count the occurrences of words like “you,” “I,” or “we” as a 

way to examine student-centeredness (Eberly, Newton, & Wiggins, 2001) or 

authoritarian, “great man” (Carlyle, 1841) leadership intent. The manifest coding process 

was an important first step in the analysis but was limited because the practice implies a 

more quantitative leaning and also tends to remove the codes from the contexts that are 

so important to qualitative interpretation (Creswell, 2013). Using latent (implicit) coding, 
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the researcher discovered new/additional themes and concepts which Chapter 4 of this 

work discusses. After the initial creation of those codes, the researcher analyzed and 

organized them into thematic groupings such as “instructional communication,” or 

“group work,” or “authoritarian leadership”; this allowed the researcher to view the 

findings in an even more organized, large scope. The communication field was familiar 

to the researcher, which increases the validity of coding and thematic interpretation 

(Creswell, 2014). The researcher was easily able to understand technical jargon and 

industry terminology used by all interview participants, which allowed for optimal 

coding. 

Ethical Considerations 

 As a standard course of good social science research practice, the researcher 

submitted this study to the Creighton University Institutional Review Board (IRB) prior 

to initiation of research. On April 3, 2018 the IRB granted this project exempted status 

since it was an investigation of “regular educational practice” and because no potential 

risk to human participants existed (Protection of Human Subjects, 2015). Further, no 

Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) (1974) concerns existed in this 

study design because the researcher did not collect or evaluate any student information. 

However, some of the data collected did include personally and institutionally 

identifiable information (PII/III). The researcher redacted PII/III to protect participant 

confidentiality. All data and interview recordings, transcriptions or other documents were 

stored in a secure location, accessible only by the primary researcher. Additionally, no 

PII/III is included in this manuscript, appendices, or presentations surrounding this 

research. The researcher assigned a random number (01-13) to each participant which is 

used in the presentation of findings in the following chapters.  
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By nature, qualitative research methods are subjective and can be influenced by 

the individual experiences, ideologies, philosophies, and competence of the researcher 

(Babbie, 2014). With this in mind, the researcher tried to be fully aware of potential 

biases that he brought to the collection and analysis of data in this study. For example, the 

current researcher was, at the time of the study, employed as an assistant professor at a 

technical college, teaching applied communication courses. Given this background, the 

researcher had first-hand knowledge about aspects like student life, college politics, and 

challenges faced by part-time or adjunct faculty members. This experience certainly 

shaped the way that the researcher approached the project and interpreted the results. 

Consistent use of a qualitative codebook and solid grounding in the literature helped 

mitigate interpretive bias. Additionally, the researcher took steps to ensure the 

confidentiality of interview information from professors (Creswell, 2014). Introductory 

emails to participants clearly articulated all confidentiality procedures and assured the 

participants that data collected during the process would not be reused, copied, 

distributed, or otherwise disseminated beyond the purposes of this research study. The 

researcher reiterated this verbally at the start of each interview as well.  

Summary 

This section has outlined the practical aspects of conducting research in support of 

the author’s dissertation in practice. A qualitative method, using a grounded theory 

approach, helped this researcher to investigate how college professors use instructional 

strategies that can be linked to broader concepts of Gestalt leadership/organizational 

development and Gestalt pedagogy. The researcher interviewed faculty members who 

taught in career and technical programs in order to explore instructional strategies, class 

or curriculum design strategies, and personal teacher-leadership behaviors; a total of 13 
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semi-structured interviews were conducted during a five-month period in 2018. The 

interviews yielded a wealth of data and proved quite valuable to this dissertation in 

practice. Several broad themes emerged. At the same time, instructors offered many 

practical suggestions based on their experiences in postsecondary education. The 

following chapter presents the results of the study described above.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Faculty at community colleges and in career and technical education programs 

face a unique set of challenges. Individual, institutional, curricular, and socioeconomic 

factors put pressure on even the most seasoned, well-trained educators. Faculty must 

work with an increasingly diverse student population while navigating complicated 

technical and bureaucratic academic landscapes. This research sought to explore these 

issues through the lens of leadership theory and a pedagogy inspired by the tenets of the 

Gestalt movement. Specifically, the purpose of this qualitative dissertation in practice 

was to investigate how instructors in postsecondary career and technical education 

programs deploy instructional strategies that align with the theoretical frameworks of 

Gestalt pedagogy and organizational development.  

The following central question (Creswell, 2013) guided the qualitative research 

conducted for this dissertation in practice: specific to career and technical education 

programs, what approaches do instructors use that align with the values, principles, and 

practices of Gestalt psychology and pedagogy? Based on the recommendations of 

Creswell (2013), the researcher asked the following subquestions to further refine, 

clarify, and bolster different aspects of Gestalt-inspired educational practice: 

• What are the instructional strategies used by faculty that are specific to the 

needs of postsecondary, career and technical education programs? 

• Which of these instructional strategies align with the traditions and 

theoretical framework of Gestalt pedagogy and how? 

• What are the aspects of course and curriculum design that are unique to 

the competency-based needs of postsecondary, career and technical 

education programs? 
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• Which of these aspects align with the traditions and theoretical framework 

of Gestalt pedagogy and how? 

• What are the institutional factors that contribute to or detract from 

effective implementation of Gestalt-inspired pedagogy in a postsecondary 

setting? 

 The current chapter presents an overview of the results of this study. Broad 

descriptive information about the sample population are presented, along with some 

population-related observations of the researcher. This chapter continues with an 

exploration of findings related to several themes that emerged at the levels of the 

institution, the student, the faculty, and most importantly, the physical, intellectual, and 

emotional spaces in which learning and growth take place. The chapter concludes with a 

brief analysis and synthesis of the findings, which serves as the basis for the discussion 

and recommendations presented in Chapter 5 of this work. 

Research Participants: Descriptive Information 

 At the time of this study, all of the interviewees were currently teaching, were 

employed, or had recent experience teaching at a community or technical college. Some 

participants also had experience teaching, either full-time or as an adjunct, at other types 

of institutions including private liberal arts school, large public universities, and some 

specialized art and design programs. Most participants had experience working with 

students in associate or bachelor’s programs, and three participants had experience 

teaching in graduate school programs. Regarding specific classes taught, approximately 

half of the participants had taught either an introductory public speaking/oral 

communication class or a general communication/mass media survey course. Five 

participants worked in the digital arts, where they taught courses in areas like graphic 
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design, web development, television/film/multimedia production, branding, packaging, or 

3D design. Some interviewees indicated that they had also taught courses in the fine arts 

such as painting, sculpture, and drawing. Three of the participants were more heavily 

focused on written communication, teaching courses in copywriting, composition, 

business writing (including advertising, PR, and social/digital media marketing), and 

creative writing. 

Given the researcher’s geographic location and that of his professional network, 

several participants were from Ohio. The others were from New York, Iowa, Texas, and 

Arizona. Out of the 13 total individuals interviewed, 10 were female and 3 were male. 

Nine participants had master’s degrees, four had doctoral degrees, and one was in the 

process of drafting her doctoral dissertation. As a part of the current study, the researcher 

did not collect specific details about other demographics like age, ethnicity, academic 

rank, or years in teaching.  

Research Participants: Behavioral and Occupational Information 

There were several recurring themes that emerged during discussions with 

participants which bring additional depth and richness to the description of this study’s 

population. Interview participants were generally forthcoming with information about 

themselves, and freely shared personal histories, classroom anecdotes, and some off-the-

record rants about their teaching experiences. The teachers that were interviewed got into 

(or have stayed in) teaching for a variety of reasons, but for many, there seemed to be a 

strong pull to serve, lead, give back, or help others. This overarching ethic of care 

(Gilligan, 1982) is a recurrent theme discussed in more depth below. 

At least two of the participants indicated that they recognized themselves as 

teachers from an early age, and recounted teaching others in settings such as summer 
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swimming lessons, bible schools, or in official tutoring roles. Many left corporate 

positions out of frustration and decided to “give teaching a try” while they were figuring 

out what they really wanted to do in life. Most of those respondents indicated that they 

originally had no intention of becoming a teacher but “fell in love” with the profession 

after graduate school assistantships, or after “stumbling into” adjunct opportunities based 

on their professional experiences. Two of the interviewees indicated that they were first-

generation college students and felt a desire to “give back” and make a positive impact on 

other first-generation students. Two other participants mentioned fulfilling experiences 

serving marginalized populations (e.g., low income, racial/ethnic minorities, individuals 

with disabilities) outside of academia, and indicated that they felt a strong social justice 

motivation to work with those same populations in the classroom. All of the participants 

indicated that, regardless of how or why they ended up in teaching, they were all content 

with their roles in the classroom. 

Presentation of Findings 

 As noted above, one central question and five subquestions shaped this 

investigation. The following section is organized around three areas that are the focus of 

these questions: instructional strategies; curriculum and course design; and institutional 

factors. The two subquestions dealing with the alignment of pedagogy and Gestalt are 

briefly addressed toward the end of this chapter. Based on this line of inquiry, the 

researcher conducted personal interviews with faculty members teaching in career and 

technical institutions; a 20-question interview protocol guided each of the semi-structured 

interviews. The following presentation of findings is based solely on the opinions and 

experiences of the faculty members who were interviewed. No students were involved in 

this research in any way. Additionally, the researcher did not collect any institutional data 
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to inform the following discussion. In order to protect the identities of participants and to 

ensure confidentiality, each interview respondent is identified in the following passages 

by a randomly assigned number such as “Participant 01” (02, 03, etc.). 

Instructional Strategies 

 This research originated from a broad assumption that community colleges and 

career and technical schools serve a unique purpose for a highly diverse population of 

learners. These institutions operate on skills- or competency-based models of education, 

with a serious focus on workplace preparedness and job training. Additionally, student 

populations at these institutions are comprised of many different age groups, ethnic and 

racial backgrounds, socioeconomic classes, generational education experience, and of 

course, factors such as cognitive abilities, work habits, and life goals. This confluence of 

factors may present challenges (and opportunities) to instructional staff, and this research 

sought to understand how faculty members navigate such a learning environment. In 

order to understand this issue more completely, the author asked participants several 

interview questions that would help answer the central question, what are the 

instructional strategies used by faculty that are specific to the needs of postsecondary, 

career and technical education programs? For the purpose of this research, “instructional 

strategies” refers to the ways in which faculty members interact with students for the 

purpose of sharing knowledge, developing skills, or building capacities. These strategies 

include informal teacher behaviors such as immediacy (Andersen, 1979) and relationship 

building, as well as more formal coaching, feedback/grading, lecturing, classroom 

management, and discipline processes. Based on the data collected from faculty 

interviews, the following major concepts emerged in regard to instructional strategies. 
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Barriers to achievement. Many community and technical colleges around the 

country are “open enrollment,” which means that, other than a high school diploma or 

GED, there are no additional requirements for admittance. In these cases, an instructor 

may have a class comprised of students across a long continuum of cognitive abilities and 

academic performance histories. Specific to this research, when asked whether they 

thought their students were prepared for their courses, faculty members surveyed 

expressed positive and negative responses equally. Only two respondents said “yes” 

emphatically or without some qualification. Five of the interviewees responded with 

some variation of “some are, some aren’t” or “half and half.” Five respondents felt that 

students were not prepared for postsecondary classes. Two interviewees in that category 

responded very quickly and firmly in the negative. When asked about the strengths and 

weaknesses of their students, faculty offered the following observations and provided 

examples of how they work with deficiencies and celebrate successes. 

 Participant 01, a communication professor, felt that her students were generally 

well-prepared, academically. She acknowledged that this may be because she teaches 

primarily upper level classes with students who have been in the program for some time. 

Similarly, Participant 03 noted that most of her upper-level students were well-prepared, 

while fewer students in her introductory public speaking class were ready to handle the 

work. Other respondents acknowledged that age, life experience, and maturity, along 

with previous educational experience was a major factor in whether students were or 

were not ready for college.  

Faculty respondents cited basic skills in reading, writing, and critical thinking as 

some of the most common deficiencies. Participant 04 stated, “many of them don't even 

have skills in English. They're not where they should be.” Similarly, Participant 08 
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recalled that “I've had students who can't really read…or read so slowly that they can't 

quite comprehend what they're reading. I have students who have never written a paper in 

their lives…” Participant 03 echoed this sentiment, but struggled to identify a particular 

reason, saying, “And I don't know... either they're just being lazy [or] they don't have the 

education...I'm not really sure what it is.” Regardless, Participant 03, like many other 

respondents, finds it best to eliminate any uncertainty by simply talking with the student. 

She continued, “All I have to do is pull somebody aside after [class] and say ‘hey, what's 

going on?’” Participant 04 discussed how she carefully plans individualized work time in 

her classes for students that may need extra help. She has worked with students on the 

Autism spectrum, students with hearing and vision impairment, and students with limited 

mobility. Assistive technology has been a big help in terms of technical instruction for 

some students, though she said that simple one-on-one instructor/student work is still her 

favorite way to help students tackle creative challenges, regardless of ability level. At a 

high level, most interviewees seemed to indicate that there are gaps in several areas 

between high school and college, beyond just basic academic readiness. Participant 05 

summed this up nicely when she said, “the most common thing that is missing is an 

understanding of the difference in expectation of performance at the collegiate level 

versus a high school level.” One of those gaps that students and teachers should 

recognize is that students may have simply never encountered the technologies or 

techniques of specialized career and technical programs.  

Technical skills. Of course, one of the primary objectives of career and technical 

programs is to equip learners with the technical skills necessary for functioning 

effectively in their fields. Such technical skills can include things like driving heavy 

equipment, installing HVAC components, operating high-tech medical devices, or 
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conducting a routine traffic stop. This research focused on applied communication 

programs, and as such, responses are situated in the context of teaching technologies such 

as web design and development, digital illustration, desktop publishing, or public 

speaking. Several interview respondents indicated that teaching the technical skills is 

actually the least demanding aspect of their positions and offered some insights into their 

various approaches. 

When asked about helping students overcome technical hurdles, Participant 12 

said, “That’s an easy step-by-step thing” that can (and should) be dealt with immediately. 

Participant 12 also suggested that instructors provide ample external resources and more 

importantly, help students learn to use them and develop their own information-seeking 

behaviors. Similarly, Participant 06 has developed an archive of resources that he can 

quickly share with students as needed. Participant 06 talked about having video tutorials, 

frequently asked questions and answers, as well as step-by-step instructions that she can 

email to frustrated students. Participant 04, a graphic design instructor, uses a 

combination of resources, tutorials, and hands-on activities to build technical skills. 

Participant 04 also tries to inspire students by giving them small digital gifts; she will 

show them a short demo of the technical skill on their computer, and then allow the 

students to use what she has created as a foundation for the rest of their work. Participant 

03 notes that sometimes, for various reasons, students may not respond to a particular 

step-by-step or formulaic way of doing things. In this case, Participant 03, like Participant 

04, provides a template or partial bit of work that students can use as a starting point for 

the rest of the work. Regarding this practice, Participant 03 tells students, “let's just work 

on getting the bare bones down… and you know if you don't get [this particular method], 

once you get out of the class you can do it however you want to.” Several other 
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respondents agreed that they too emphasize the fact that there is more than one way of 

accomplishing the task at hand, and that the instructor’s particular method may not be 

right for each and every student. For Participant 10, this practice is about creating ways 

for students to practice comparing and contrasting different paths forward. She will say to 

students, “Well how about let's try five different things right there.” When tackling a 

visual communication challenge, for example, she will have them execute five different 

typeface options or color combinations, and then co-critique each choice with the student. 

In this way, Participant 10 (along with several other respondents) believes that it is 

important to give students opportunities to develop the vocabulary of the field. 

Participant 07 is committed to a similar practice and remains with the student in order to 

hold them accountable. She has said to her students, “you're not going to get out of here 

without learning [the fundamentals], even if that means that this is not going to look like 

a typical college classroom.” In practice, that means responding to student and group 

needs as they arise, and not being afraid to modify her lesson plan or delivery methods if 

the students are not responding to her particular method of instruction. 

In contrast, Participant 07 indicated that, although it can be difficult or awkward, 

she has committed to letting students struggle a bit in order to come up with their own 

solutions. She said, “a lot of students - especially at-risk students - have gotten along by 

sitting and somebody will just help them do it, like help them do it step-by-step.” 

Participant 06 also believes “intentional confusion and frustration are necessary and 

good” and that inviting students to have these experiences builds curiosity, resiliency, and 

problem-solving abilities. An important point that Participant 06 emphasized is that 

students must develop the capacity to identify and articulate their own challenges and 

become more adept at asking for help. Specifically, he challenges students “to identify 
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how far they’ve gotten and then where they're having problems” rather than submitting 

requests like, “‘hey, I am having a hard time doing the assignment. Tell me what I should 

do.’” Participant 07 noted that “once they realize there's more than one way to 

accomplish things, I think it not only gives them more confidence that then they are less 

likely to ask me questions later.” For some participants, this strategy is a way to help 

students build foundational skills and to break the bad habit of being overly reliant on 

their teachers. In certain cases, such a strategy may also be a self-preservation tactic for 

instructors that are tired of answering the same basic questions every semester. Several 

instructors did say that they seek to find a balance between being there for students while 

also establishing boundaries and letting students explore the learning on their own. 

Some respondents indicated that students sometimes fail to develop good 

technical skills because they want to skip the foundational work and move immediately 

to the more exciting creative work. Participant 02 noted that “they really hate it because 

it's not a super creative exercise…but, it shows that you know the course terms, the 

course content, and the [technical work] we do in class.” In dealing with this, Participant 

02 tries to clearly explain the reasons for and benefits of the work, while attempting to 

help students make personal connections to the material. She said: 

I try to help them see the assignment not only as something that they have to do 

because I told them, but also something they should want to spend a lot of time on 

because when they go into a job interview, they should have something with them 

that they've done that they have their name on. 

Participant 12 and several other interviewees suggested that the technical skills tend to 

develop more quickly, or “click” when students (and teachers) stop trying to make 

aggressive forward progress technically, and spend time developing proper soft skills, 
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work habits, critical and creative thinking abilities, and effective time management skills. 

It is apparent from the data that even if students have the foundational skills they need to 

succeed, instructors must also focus deliberately on the development of creative, critical 

thinking, and social emotional skills. 

 Creativity & critical thinking. All of the faculty members that were surveyed 

discussed challenges and opportunities in working with students on ideation, creative 

process, and critical thinking. Many respondents said that students, especially those early 

in their careers, often have a hard time even beginning a project because they struggle to 

envision something beyond the blank page in front of them. Several interview 

respondents discussed their role in crafting assignments and exercises in such a way as to 

allow creative freedom while providing curricular “guard rails” to keep students on track. 

The author discusses these “soft structures” in more depth below, specific to curriculum 

and course design. Several respondents discussed how they use their personal presence, 

content knowledge, and experience to coach students along this path.  

Participant 03, a public speaking and writing instructor, and Participant 04, a 

graphic design teacher, work individually with students to develop ideas. In this 

environment, they are able to model effective strategies for idea generation. They can 

also ask probing questions or offer suggestions. Participant 08 will sometimes give 

students an initial prompt or central idea, and then challenge them to modify it for their 

own contexts. In her public speaking class, Participant 11 gives students the following 

strategy for brainstorming and ideation. She tells them, “If you're having trouble solving 

a problem looking at it straight on, try to consider brainstorming how you could make 

this problem worse. And then, reverse it.” With this strategy, Participant 11 believes that 

students can identify and articulate very specific aspects of the challenge, which they can 
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then manipulate in a positive direction to achieve different results. Participant 12 is very 

clear with his students about the challenges of creativity and ideation. As a part of his 

introduction to the course, he tells students:  

Ideation is not an easy skill, and it is a difficult skill to flip on and off with a 

switch. But being a graphic designer means that you are accepting the 

challenge… Part of what we are teaching you to do is to be able to create on 

demand.  

Consistent with contemporary literature in digital and communication pedagogy (Reid, 

Snead, Pettiway, & Simoneaux, 2016), several of the instructors surveyed remarked on 

their use of multi- or cross-modal strategies to assist students with creative development. 

For example, Participant 06 tries to be very deliberate in facilitating multimodal learning 

experiences. He said:  

I try to be very active language-focused so that they focus on what they are 

literally and physically doing when they are thinking about mass media, or when 

they are writing a paper, or when they are reading a piece of literature so that it is 

not just an intellectual exercise. It is an intellectual, emotional, spiritual, physical 

thing. It involves ‘doing’ stuff. 

About his design classes, Participant 12 said, “I try to keep [students] away from the 

Internet and try to get them into writing, rather than even sketching anything…thinking 

with words rather than thinking with pictures.” This is important for Participant 12 

because when students start reaching toward the finished product immediately, “they 

confuse a visual solution with a conceptual solution” and that can lead to substandard 

work. He concluded, “The difference between people who do the lazy research and the 

results that they develop, and the people who do the more writing-based research is 
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phenomenal!” Participant 08 reverses the processes a bit in her classes that focus on 

communication writing. “For example, when we do process learning, they're supposed to 

explain the instructions for how to perform a task” and in order to demonstrate that 

learning, she has them “create a visual chart for those instructions and turn it into 

something image-based with no text.” Participant 08 explains this approach by stating, 

“Using a variety of media in the classroom, I think, is fun for them…I have assignments 

that are built specifically to allow people to express themselves in different ways.” 

Multimodal conceptualization, then, is not only an idea generation strategy, but can be 

deployed as an individualized instructional strategy in classrooms where students 

demonstrate a broad range of learning preferences, styles, and strengths.  

Conversely, some faculty participants have dealt with students whose ideas may 

be too prolific or inappropriately complex for the given project parameters. In this case, 

faculty work to help students filter, refine, and edit themselves and their thinking (i.e., 

developing convergent vs. divergent thinking techniques (Guilford, 1956)). For example, 

Participant 02 described her students by saying, “they all want to be wildly successful 

and do all these things. I think they have really great ideas.” The challenge, then, is not 

helping students develop ideas, but rather reigning in or perhaps developing focus in the 

thought process; “I need to push them to be more rounded and structured in their ways of 

pursuing ideas.” From a practical perspective, Participant 04 noted that time and pace of 

the class is a factor for her in focusing on attainable creative development rather than 

doing exercises specifically for creative training. When asked about specific 

brainstorming or ideation exercises, Participant 04 stated, “I just don't have time for that 

kind of thing…My classes are faster-paced than that. They are second year courses and 

students have to get down to business. They have to think of something that actually 
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works.” While both divergent and convergent thinking strategies are important for 

students in applied communication programs, it is clear from interviews that instructors 

should make a concerted effort to develop an efficient and effective start-to-finish 

creative thinking approach. Several professors talked about how important it is to 

recognize that creative problem solving does not happen in isolation, but rather, it often 

happens in volatile human-centered organizations, with demanding clients, against a 

timeline, and more often than not, in collaboration with others. As such, creative and 

technical education should help students build internal and external awareness, social-

emotional responsiveness, and a firm understanding of one’s self in the world – skills that 

will benefit students in school and working in a career after graduation. 

Career and real-world preparedness. While technical competency development 

is the fundamental purpose of a community college or career and technical education 

program, many of the participants suggested that it is equally important to work with 

students on developing “soft skills” such as listening, collaboration/teamwork, good class 

or organizational citizenship (Organ & Ryan, 1995), and other professional behaviors. At 

a philosophical level, Participant 09 described, quite poetically, her approach to helping 

students develop themselves as people and skilled technicians. She said, “They need to 

think of themselves as apps (software applications); always be updating yourself. And 

don't forget about getting rid of the bugs!” Participant 13 was similarly passionate about 

helping students develop as individuals. He works hard to “open their minds to other 

things. Not just ‘what is a stroke?’ or ‘what is a point?’ but introducing them to new 

things; new forms of art; new ways of thinking; new avenues; new synapses firing.” He 

believes that “art is the vehicle to understanding the world and being a more informed 

citizen.” These may seem like lofty ambitions, but for many of the professors 
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interviewed, big results often come from simple interactions and small teachable 

moments that present themselves every day.  

The researcher asked interview participants about their approaches to classroom 

management and discipline, and most respondents indicated that they have few, if any, 

issues in dealing with problem behavior or disruption in class. A majority of respondents 

noted that they are very proactive in establishing high-level expectations for their 

students, overtly, and through modeling the desired behaviors in class. With regard to 

dealing with disruptive students, about half of the respondents said they addressed issues 

in a one-on-one context while others used the opportunity to create a public teachable 

moment in front of the class. Several faculty members noted the challenge of finding a 

balance between productive group expectation-setting and more toxic public shaming, a 

practice that many respondents explicitly spoke out against. Participant 08 recalled that 

“every once and a while, someone would say something inappropriate. And as much as I 

can I try and stop and turn it into a teaching moment.” She described a very specific 

situation in which a student was using derogatory language that offended other students. 

Participant 08 facilitated a productive discussion about why the comments were 

inappropriate and allowed other individuals to safely voice their concerns. After that, “he 

didn't do it again. And I like to think [he changed] because of our conversation,” she 

recalled.  

 Regarding setting expectations, Participant 09 said, “First of all, I would say that 

this is a safe place, we're here to learn. And there are some rules of thumb…don't 

interrupt, etc. It's basic courtesy things.” Similarly, Participant 01 vocalizes expectations 

early in the semester: “I make it pretty clear the very first day that we're going to talk 

about a lot of different things and people are going to have varying opinions and, in my 
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class, I demand that everyone has respect for each other.” Practically speaking, she noted 

that “at any time if I feel that the discussion is going down a path where it's 

harmful/hurtful to another student, then I will cut it off and I will have a conversation 

with that student.” Participant 13 is a bit more forceful in his expectations. When asked 

how he deals with disruptive or disrespectful students, he said, “Squash it. Yes, bring 

down the hammer. I think you have to be assertive. You have to know where we're 

starting to go awry and stop it.” Participant 05 articulated her struggle in balancing 

rapport building with expectation setting. She said, “I don't want to be such a hardline 

person that they don't feel comfortable with me, but at the same time, we need that 

structure and that management within the classroom.”  

Participant 06 raised an interesting point about his physical stature and ability to 

maintain order in the class: “I haven't had any problems at all for a while now. I am a 

very large, gruff male. So, I do not have the same problems as maybe a more petite 

female or somebody who's gender fluid...” Participant 11 mentioned that she has 

experienced a different sort of dissonance: “I am very straightforward; that is kind of the 

personality that I have. And I think that it comes across as a little bit standoffish to some 

people, especially because I'm female.” Both Participant 11 and Participant 06 added to 

these comments with a brief discussion of gender roles in the classroom and described a 

desire to be more aware of how student perceptions of the instructor impact their ability 

to lead in the classroom. Regardless of the origin of their authority, most respondents 

agreed that clarity of expectations and behaviors is an important foundation for effective 

classroom leadership. Much like they do verbally, most respondents put their 

expectations in writing in the course syllabus. Several faculty members described 

including behavioral expectations on the syllabus, highlighting aspects like cell phone 
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use, participation, and statements of diversity and inclusion. Some even incentivize that 

behavior by assigning points to certain non-coursework related outcomes. The use of 

clear, documented expectations emerged as an important theme across all interview 

participants and is discussed further in the Curriculum and Course Design section below. 

Respondents discussed the fact that setting expectations and modeling desirable 

behavior is important for maintaining a healthy and productive learning environment, but 

several also addressed the fact that they are also deliberately training students in the soft 

skills that are so essential in the workplace. Several respondents shared situations in 

which they tried to help students visualize how coworkers in a professional context might 

perceive their behavior. For example, in response to a student who was asking for an 

extended project due date, Participant 10 described a busy ad agency and how his request 

might fare. She told them, “In advertising…deadlines don't change. When your creative 

director comes to you and they [want to see the work], are you going to look at them and 

go, ‘I couldn't think today...I don't feel creative today?’” She then outlined for the student 

what a proper process might be in that particular professional setting. Participant 12 

talked about using his relationship with students to help emphasize professionalism. “I 

consider the classroom space to be like a work space and that kind of workplace rapport 

where you might call your equals at work by their first name. That is the way I run the 

classroom,” he said. This professionalization of the classroom is also addressed in more 

depth below with regard to course design and curriculum. Participant 02 described a 

similar approach in what she tells students:  

I want you to respect me and to respect the fact that there is a distance between us. 

But I want to decrease that distance as much as possible so that we can still get 

what we need to get out of it and that you don't feel like I'm an unapproachable 
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person who is completely detached from your reality or from what you are 

experiencing in the class. 

Clearly, interviewees believed that it is important to help students develop the 

interpersonal and social skills they will need in the workplace. Instructors described 

techniques they use to help prepare students for the non-technical aspects of being a 

communication practitioner. Participant 12 said that many times, students fail to 

recognize, at a high level, how long a particular project or task will take. He has observed 

that many early-career technical students understandably do not know how to navigate a 

complex creative and technical process. “I think a lot of them approach graphic design 

homework like it's math homework,” he stated. They simply have no benchmark – other 

than previous academic work - against which they can evaluate these new creative and 

technical tasks. In the end these students become frustrated because they have not 

accomplished anything in the small window of time they have (mis)allocated for the 

work. Practically speaking, Participant 12 explicitly coaches ‘passive creativity’ through 

boredom and indirect attention (Mann & Cadman, 2014). He wants students to always 

have the project or problem in the back of their minds and think about it, even in passing, 

throughout the day. He encourages them to look for inspiration in other courses, in the 

world, and in social interactions. Essentially “re-examining how they're trying to 

approach problem solving and trying to get them to not be solving it.” This practice 

leverages principles from the Zeigarnik effect, in which cognition and creativity can be 

stimulated through incomplete or interrupted cycles of experience (Zeigarnik, 1938). This 

phenomenon is closely aligned with Gestalt philosophy and in many ways, the 

paradoxical nature of change. In practice, Participant 12 uses this technique in response 

to students constantly saying things like, “I gave it an hour before class and nothing came 
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to me.” Participant 06 observed that, “[Students] are not used to education being a thing 

that takes time. They're not really interested in learning or aren't familiar with learning as 

a goal in and of itself.” Participant 13 noted that “they probably just haven't had the right 

experience yet. They do not have the classroom knowledge, or they haven't had the peer 

relationships, or the art experiences. So just getting them that experience is imperative.” 

Other respondents indicated that a lack of experience and training in these areas may 

present stumbling blocks for students, even with regard to technical skills. Additionally, 

several interview respondents described working with students who may be dealing with 

issues outside of the college environment. These social, economic, and personal factors 

challenge faculty members to develop a sensitivity to students, and in some cases, change 

their leadership strategies accordingly.  

Emotional intelligence and response to external factors. During her interview, 

Participant 01 succinctly summed up her mission as an instructor. She said, “We really 

have to teach the whole student now.” She continued, reflecting on her own experience as 

a student: 

Their challenges and their concerns are very different than when I was in school. I 

did not worry about where my next meal was coming from. I did not worry about 

being laid off. I did not worry about my child in day care while I'm sitting in 

class. I did not have those concerns…many of my students have those concerns 

and you know, they're overwhelming! 

Other respondents recognized similar patterns in their students. Participant 02 described 

“students from all walks of life…born in this country, not born in this country, [students] 

who were recently incarcerated, just had a baby…like all these different things.” 

Participant 04 shrugged a bit when she lamented, “They all have kids, and they all have 
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jobs, and they're just trying to get through life.” Respondents from Ohio alluded to the 

particularly bad opioid drug epidemic that has been plaguing the state since 

approximately 2014. Several students in Participant 01’s classes have been affected. She 

said, “We have a lot of students who are recovering drug users, or they're related to one, 

or they might be a current drug user.” Not all students face such dire situations, however.  

Other students may need additional help because they are simply out of practice. 

Participant 08 suggested that for some, “it's been a really long time since they've been in 

school, or school was never something they necessarily excelled at.” Participant 06 has 

even done the math on the competing demands of school and life; “Our biggest problem 

is that there's students who forget that there's 168 hours in a week and they take a whole 

lot of classes and they're working two part time jobs and they have kids…” For other 

students, access and material resources may be barriers to success. Participant 08, 

Participant 11, Participant 04, and Participant 07 noted that students do not always have 

access to computers or the internet at home. Some students in Participant 07’s classes 

“have a smartphone and they can get on the Internet for basic things, but that's not the 

kind of internet access you need for homework. The challenges of school/life balance are 

well-recognized among community and technical college faculty members, and those 

who participated in this research shared how they personally work to help students 

navigate these challenges. 

For many interviewees, it is paramount to develop relationships with students that 

go beyond just the class or course materials. Participant 04 talked about how she cannot 

help but develop relationships with students. She said, “I spend 15 hours a week with 

these [students]. We know each other extremely well. I know…who's married, who's not, 

whose wife is having trouble, who has little kids. I know everything.” Because of this, 
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she has developed a sense of responsibility and almost an obligation to be involved with 

the students at many different levels. Other respondents talked about their open-door 

policies, or the fact that they provide their personal cell phone numbers for students to 

use. For Participant 13, developing a good relationship with students leads to improved 

discourse, and ultimately, learning. He suggested that when students are comfortable with 

the instructor, they are “more open to accepting the things I want to pass on to them.” 

According to Participant 12, “…a lot of the messages get across if you're not completely 

buttoned up the entire time.” Participant 08 also believes that good relationships 

positively impact the learning environment. She stated, “I'm also interested in them 

personally and I think that helps build that community, too.” She continued, “[We] have 

conversations about…what's new with them. I share stuff about myself personally, which 

I think makes me feel more like a person to them than a teacher.” As an instructor, 

Participant 08, clearly demonstrated that, “what [students] think about and what they're 

experiencing in their lives matters.” For Participant 10 (and others), classroom 

relationships can play a critical role in the student evaluation process as well. That is, “as 

you get to know the students and they let you into their personal issues, you can kind of 

take that into consideration that they're having a bad day.” With that kind of personal 

knowledge, Participant 10 suggested that instructors can be more accommodating in 

terms of understanding student behavior, setting expectations, and even with grading. 

Relationship building can present challenges for faculty, though, because it is 

important to balance personal connections with professional boundaries. During her 

interview, Participant 05 spoke quite a bit about her challenges in deploying proper 

amounts of immediacy and self-disclosure while maintaining a firm leadership presence 

in the classroom. She noted, “I think they appreciated it, but they also took advantage of 
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it.” When asked to be more specific, she described feeling that “they didn't need to take 

things as seriously, and actually do their work and show up to class on time, and really 

follow the rules, you know, because oh she's being nice!” In direct contrast, Participant 

06’s self-described aloofness and lack of immediacy may have prevented students from 

seeking assistance. He said, “They assume I'm not going to help them, so they don't 

contact me until it's too late because they're like, ‘oh well he's not going to care.’” 

Participant 11 described similar experiences; students sometimes misinterpret her 

straightforwardness as curt, disinterested, or standoffish. Many of the interview 

participants expressed concerns about the disconnect between the personality of the 

teacher, relationships with students, and the professional mandate to teach, inclusive of 

critical feedback, and sometimes, difficult conversations. 

Several respondents said that through relationships with students, they are able to 

more keenly observe and respond to student needs. Participant 01 recalled several 

instances where she just needed to be frank with a student about their academic career. 

She might tell them, “[The college] is going to be here for a long time and you need to 

take care of you first. Maybe this is not the best time for you to be taking classes, or this 

particular class, or whatever.” Other respondents take practical steps to help students 

where it is most effective. For example, Participant 07 tries to be sensitive about 

scheduling meetings, group work, or out of class assignments. She said that some 

students “can't afford the gas to be driving back and forth if [they] live a half hour 

away… So, really stopping and thinking about - not just about their learning - but the 

other things that are impacting my students.” Participant 12 described it as “a sensitivity 

issue.” For him, doing the right thing is more important than being seen as the nice guy or 

cool professor. If, for example, “they say something that makes it sound like they might 
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be a danger to themselves or to other people, I don't hesitate to follow the procedure that 

the universities establish.” Recognizing the potential outcomes of such a situation, he 

stated, “And I would rather err on the side of being a little embarrassed and over-reactive 

than to say, ‘Well that'll all work out, that's none of my business.’” He lamented, “There 

are too many examples of how ‘that’ works out in the news.” While care and concern for 

the student is important, several interview participants indicated that, of course, not all 

students are ready for, or interested in developing these types of relationships with their 

instructors. Participant 06 has observed that some students don’t want a teacher that cares 

too much or inserts themselves too much into the lives of the students; “The other 

professors who might not really care as much about long-term learning can often have a 

much easier time filling their sections. They get better evaluations and that can be really 

tricky.” Balance, it seems, is critical at an interpersonal, pedagogical, and practical level. 

As outlined above, individual teacher-leader behaviors are an important part of 

the educational experience. Effective community college instructors recognize that 

students come from a diverse range of backgrounds and have varied prior experiences, in 

both “real life” and in the classroom. Interview participants shared the ways in which 

they work with students who may be struggling with remedial math, reading, or technical 

skills. Respondents addressed how they help students navigate the thorny paths of 

creativity and critical thinking. Faculty also discussed the ways that they work to model 

appropriate professional behavior, while attempting to elevate students to the same level. 

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, respondents described how they must, as 

Participant 01 put it, “teach the whole student” through compassionate, caring, and 

emotional responsiveness. It is clear from the interviews that individual teacher-

leadership is important but cannot (and should not) shoulder all of the responsibility in 
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the Gestalt-inspired approach. With carefully designed systems, structures, and processes 

in place, teacher-leaders can supplement their own facilitating presence and bridge the 

gaps that will invariably emerge in the student-teacher exchange.  

Curriculum & Course Design 

 This research set out to understand how curricular and course design could be 

used to supplement the individual teacher-leadership behaviors discussed above. The 

prevailing values of an organization manifest in, among other ways, how information is 

communicated; how people, ideas, and challenges are interconnected; managerial 

policies; and in the organization’s philosophical orientation. As is the case with other 

organizations and leadership challenges, classroom culture can be created and reified by 

the systems and processes in place. Instructors who participated in this research 

demonstrated that the structure, mechanisms, and processes of education can be powerful 

tools in developing culture and facilitating good/sound/effective learning. Interview 

participants revealed that establishing clear and consistent messaging is immensely 

important for good classroom culture. They described processes for helping students be 

more prepared for learning broadly, giving and receiving feedback, and participating in a 

co-created learning experience. Respondents talked at length about setting students up for 

success through the use of soft or flexible structures and providing opportunities for 

students to experience learning in a way that will keep them excited, motivated, and most 

importantly, engaged in the classroom community. Each of these four topics is presented 

in more depth below.  

Clarity, consistency, and documentation. One of the most commonly discussed 

- and apparently one of the most important practices for teacher-leaders - is to ensure that 

students clearly understand the environment they are entering; how course-specific 
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processes work, what will be expected of them, and how to meet those expectations. One 

of the ways that instructors provide clarity in their courses is through the class syllabus. 

“We have to follow our syllabus,” said Participant 09, “and we're required to teach those 

certain lessons.” For Participant 05’s the syllabus is foundational as well. She 

underscored that “I lay out in my syllabus very, very clearly what my expectations of 

them are, and what their expectations of me can be. You know, what I'm going to do for 

them.” For Participant 11, “[The syllabus] is pretty black and white. I use the syllabus as 

a contract…” She strives to maintain sensitive, student-centered processes, but certainly 

values the documentation as a resource: “If a student violates something that’s in the 

syllabus…we have that discussion, and they have the opportunity to not do it again, but 

they are well aware of the consequences.” 

 “I'm required to have the syllabus and a planned-out schedule for the semester,” 

said Participant 07, before revealing, “I've often been known to abandon them completely 

if I have a class that is not doing what they needed to be doing. We will stop and refocus, 

and I will move accordingly.” Even though the syllabus is a critical, foundational 

document, several respondents echoed Participant 07 and Participant 11’s ideas that 

context, individual student needs, and situational awareness are equally as important 

when communicating with students. Participant 05 uses the syllabus as a way to help 

students feel more in control of their own learning. She said, “I spend a lot of time on that 

first day reviewing …” and she tells students, “I'm here to guide you through this process, 

but this is your learning process and if you are not going to put the work in, I can't do 

anything to help you.” Participant 01 also uses her syllabus as a way to communicate 

with students about how they can be most successful, even outside of the classroom. She 

stated, “I include on my syllabus - and I talk about it the first class - how [the college] has 
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a lot of support departments for students.” The course syllabus is a valuable tool for 

establishing important expectations, policies, and procedures, and serves as an arbiter of 

truth in uncertain situations. Similarly, the use of rubrics promotes fairness, establishes 

levels of expectations, and eliminates perceptions of instructor bias as a source of 

classroom tension.  

“I think,” said Participant 12, “presenting a rubric about how work's going to be 

assessed and then having that rubric when it comes to grading time is super helpful.” 

Specific to courses in which subjective feedback is common, he continued, “I'm certainly 

more comfortable presenting an assessment of their skills.” Participant 12 believes that a 

clear rubric helps eliminate student perceptions of bias, “Well he likes me, or he doesn't 

like me, that's why I got an A or C or whatever the case may be.” Similarly, Participant 

09 said “I made a rubric for every single class…every single assignment.” Participant 08 

noted that “on every single thing that they turn and there's a rubric for the point break 

out.” Rubrics for Participant 05 are equally ubiquitous. She stated, “At the beginning of 

each unit they have a very detailed rubric of exactly what is expected of them for that 

[assignment], and that's what I go through while I'm [evaluating the student].” Participant 

02 expressed her enthusiasm and appreciation for rubrics as a teaching tool: “I love 

rubrics!” she said, “I think they're really clear. I hate getting an arbitrary grade myself. I 

want to know why something is the way it is.” Most interview participants similarly 

expressed appreciation for having a clear and reliable way to provide students with 

feedback. 

Several respondents discussed the importance of rubrics in a context where 

multiple instructors may be teaching different sections of the same general education 

course (such as public speaking) or larger, introductory courses in applied 
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communications. Participant 01 indicated, “We do a lot of gen ed. classes in [the 

communications department] so we have standardized grading rubrics, standardized 

assignments, and then we do a lot of inter-rater reliability.” At Participant 08’s institution, 

“every teacher who teaches [an introductory course] has to teach a similar skill, and [the 

assignment] is created with a shared rubric.” Participant 06 indicated that program-wide 

standard rubrics are important, not only for student learning, but for external review as 

well. Especially in career and technical programs, benchmarks for program assessment 

are critical to sustainability and help promote institutional transparency and 

accountability among faculty. Having the same assignments and associated rubrics was, 

according to Participant 06, “nice because it took a lot of the pressure off you as an 

individual instructor.” Here again, clear and deliberately-designed systems and structures 

support individual teacher-leadership behaviors.  

For Participant 04, the rubric brings clarity, but also communicates her desire to 

see students succeed. She articulated, “Everything has a rubric and they know what 

what's expected in every assignment. There are no surprises anywhere, in anything I do. 

I'm not out to trick anybody.” Participant 05 suggested that the rubric is a loose frame 

around which students can shape their own standards. She tells students, “Put forth some 

effort, check all your boxes, and you're going to do okay.” In this way, she is able to 

articulate the minimum expectations for students who may not be performing well in the 

class; standards are also helpful for high-achieving students who seek to exceed 

expectations. In a similar way, Participant 07 uses her rubrics to establish a firm baseline, 

while also allowing for flexibility in considering barriers to achievement factors 

described above. She said that “When I look at the rubric - if they've met everything to 

the best of their abilities [emphasis added] - I will be ok with it.” In Participant 12’s 
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sections, his rubrics include criteria for course concepts and for auxiliary elements that 

are required to complete a task. He noted: 

So, they [also] see that so many points of this are based on just following the 

directions and presenting the files as have been requested, or whatever the case 

may be. And a certain amount of this is craft; and a certain amount of this is 

concept; a certain amount of this is color usage, etc. 

Other faculty responses supported the notion that while systematic elements of the course 

and curriculum can be used to overtly communicate expectations, they can also play an 

important role in priming the student for the learning experience and preparing them for 

an optimal cycle of experience. 

Priming for feedback and the learning experience. The interviews conducted 

for this project revealed that an important part of teaching creative disciplines in the 

community college context is facilitating experiences that help students become better 

students. Like the previous discussion about creativity and critical thinking, this sort of 

meta-level work can be ambiguous and challenging to coach, but many respondents 

indicated that it is a worthwhile endeavor that results in better individual learning, as well 

as improved classroom community and group process learning. 

Within the creative disciplines, critical feedback and subjective criticism provide 

rich opportunities for learning. For Participant 13, “Critiques are a big thing.” He 

continued, “They get to say what they think about what they did or their intent. Then we 

talk and then they can get feedback again as to what they're feeling about their project or 

their work.” When asked about students’ abilities to think critically about their work, 

Participant 13 said, “They’re good… not great. But they’re beginners.” Similarly, 

Participant 10 noted that “it's hard for artists, designers, you know, creative people to 
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critique themselves. I think it's hard.” In her experience, “most of them will say, ‘I'm not 

good enough to critique.’ Whether it's themselves or something they're looking at.” 

Participant 12 has identified that, “the lower-level students sometimes need prompting 

and help with vocabulary about the way that they're talking about their work.” Thus, it 

becomes important to work with students to develop the ability to critically consume the 

work of others and apply the same criticism to their own.  

Participant 03 and Participant 10 discussed how offering feedback in a public 

forum can be a great teaching tool, but that it can potentially embarrass a student if not 

done correctly. “Sometimes I think that it can be kind of hard for students to take in a 

public forum…that correction,” said Participant 03. Conversely, she recognizes that 

positive feedback can be powerful learning opportunity for the individual student and a 

strong example for other students. Participant 03 said that “if somebody is doing 

something great, I try and praise them in the classroom or in front of other students 

[online].” In Participant 04’s classes, she tries to be very encouraging as well. She said, 

“They're given many words of encouragement. But I also still critique what they did. It's 

not just carte blanche that it's all done, you know - all great. It's not all great. Nobody's 

work is ever perfect...” In this way, Participant 04 and others work to balance the 

feedback they give so that students do not get overly discouraged, but that they have an 

opportunity to learn from their challenges. 

Participant 11 emphasized that instructors need to demonstrate unbiased feedback 

by using critical, appropriate language, and being very granular with the evaluation. In 

her interview, she described her approach to grading student presentations.  

That is really irrelevant to me, whether I like it or not. Are you able to relate to the 

audience on a level that is personal and important? Are you able to create logical 
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arguments and make bridges between, or connections between your main point? 

And get the point across to the audience? 

Participant 13 echoed the value of critiques in assessing comprehension and progress 

when he stated, “Obviously there's a subjective nature to [critiques]. But if they are not 

getting the fundamentals, then that's an issue. So, making sure they're aware of what that 

is and what needs to be corrected.” Participant 02 will provide feedback as close as 

possible to the site of the critique. She described communicating with students in the 

rubric or on the work itself; she tells students, “Okay this is where you lost me here. This 

is where I feel like you needed more attention, and this is where something is just 

completely wrong.” Participant 06 has adopted a similar process, which he describes this 

way, “I send comments back with their grade. I usually write about 8 to 10 pages of 

feedback over a semester, per student.” Other participants described similar practices in 

which they provide verbal feedback as well as examples of work that they would deem 

“excellent” or A-level work.  

Clear and precise feedback is critical for Participant 05; it is a way to challenge 

pre-existing student perceptions, while opening them up to the learning experience. She 

bemoaned the lack of “understanding of the difference in expectation of performance at 

the collegiate level versus a high school level” and proceeded to explain challenges of 

students who simply are not ready to rise to the expectations of postsecondary education. 

For example, she described that some students may think, “Well, I got a bad grade, but if 

I go to my teacher and plead my case, they'll change my grade.” But for Participant 05, 

“That’s not how I work.” Even after very clear syllabus and assignment reviews, she said 

that some students still are not aligned with the expectations. “After they have been 

received their first speech grade, and it's not where they think it should be,” she 
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explained, “I try to provide them with the feedback of where I think they could improve.” 

Participant 08 has developed a system that attempts to proactively prevent some of this 

expectation misalignment. “…I give them a variety of examples across a migrating 

scale…this is an example of an A, B, C, or D paper,” she explained. Then, she turns that 

into a discussion and opportunity for developing critical language. She continued, “Then 

they tell me what they think is effective and ineffective about that piece of writing, then I 

tell them what I would have said about it.” Presenting and discussing examples of work 

was a technique that several instructors described as a way to set student expectations for 

the course. 

In this way, the student evaluation allows teachers to challenge the existing 

behaviors of the student, shift expectations, and the re-establish good critical habits. Such 

a process is reminiscent of the “changing as three steps (CATS)” model of change 

management often attributed to Kurt Lewin (1947), who was influenced by concepts 

from Gestalt. In subjective evaluations, the teacher, though presumably a subject matter 

expert, offers only one opinion, and as seen above, that can be a point of contention for 

some students. Students may respond differently to teachers of different genders, 

personalities, or even physical statures. Students may also push back against various 

applications of authority, emotion, and teacher immediacy. Because this is the case, 

teacher-leaders can opt for shared or distributed leadership practices that minimize the 

unitary command perspective (Crevani, Lindgren, & Packendorff, 2007) of the lone 

expert (teacher), and engages students in experiences that develop their social emotional 

intelligence, critical voices, and many other soft skills. 

Group process. During her interview, Participant 02 described an observation 

about the social nature of education: “I think the [postsecondary] classroom is a weird 
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thing because college in general is really a social thing. But when you are in class, it's 

something that's kind of all you.” She noted that this can be a very lonely thing for some 

students. She said, “Having opportunities to meet people in the classroom so that it feels 

a little less lonely…can be really a positive thing.” Many of the research respondents 

described similar observations about the nature of social learning, and the strategies they 

implement in order to leverage the power of the group as a teaching tool. Some 

instructors vehemently avoid “group projects” while others understand the value of 

assignments that prompt students to shoulder a shared learning burden. Others indicated 

that they prefer to utilize the power of the group in a more organic and less prescribed 

fashion, trusting in the emergence of learning opportunities through dialogue and shared 

process. 

At a very basic level, Participant 01 understands that social interactions are a 

motivating factor. She stated, “Students need to connect with other students because 

that's what's going to help them stay in the class … and complete [the course]. If you go 

to class with all of your friends, you’ll want to keep going.” In reminiscing about his own 

education, Participant 12 described the importance of community learning in a creative 

field, “I think that's really important. It's more difficult now than ever to build that kind of 

congenial work atmosphere… because I think a lot of learning happens outside of the 

classroom.” When asked to be more specific, Participant 12 clarified that when students 

work with one another, “at least they're asking [for feedback], they realize they may want 

to ask, and they're not shy about showing their work, and they're not competitive about 

showing their work.” For many respondents, the class community is as valuable for 

learning as the textbooks or other materials. “I encourage students from the beginning to 

find someone in the class that they that they can use as a resource,” said Participant 02.  
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In Participant 04’s courses, she has observed and described emotional 

connections. “Our students are very compassionate - many are parents. They notice [if a] 

student is having trouble, and they are more than happy to help, critique, and give ideas 

to that student.” Here, Participant 04 was referencing students on the Autism spectrum 

and students with physical disabilities. Participant 09 has seen her students display the 

kindness and compassion. She told a heart-warming story about a group of students that 

went out of their way to include a classmate (who was deaf and had impaired vision) as a 

part of their group exercise. She was particularly impressed because the students figured 

out how to use the adaptive learning technology and developed a series of signals they 

could use to communicate during a presentation. She recognized that this was an 

inspiring learning experience for everyone in the class and she made sure to praise the 

students for their extra efforts and sensitivity. For others, perception of social class was a 

factor that affected group participation. “I was a first-generation college student,” 

recalled Participant 08, “so, I think helping them build a support group…is so vitally 

important to success. And so, I base my teaching philosophy on that.” It is evident from 

interview responses – and the contemporary educational literature - that real and 

meaningful learning happens when students can interact with others in a safe and 

productive environment. Sometimes, if interactions are not occurring naturally, teacher-

leaders must create situations in which students can feel empowered or comfortable 

enough to connect with their peers in this way.  

Participant 05 works to engage her students in developing the “rules” for their 

learning community. At the beginning of the term, she makes time in the course to ask 

students, “How are we going to support each other? What do you need to do as a speaker 

and what do we need to do as audience members so that we're all in this together and we 
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can feel a little more comfortable standing up and giving a speech?” Participant 05 

justified taking this extra step by reiterating that “it is a speech class and public speaking 

is such a big fear for so many people.” Several other instructors, across communication 

disciplines, indicated that they had witnessed similar communication apprehension (CA) 

(McCroskey, 1977) patterns during critiques, presentations, or even brainstorming 

sessions. Several faculty respondents described emphasizing community as a way to 

mitigate communication apprehension and public speaking anxiety. Such a practice has 

long-term benefits for students, as communication apprehension has been linked to other 

productive student behaviors. Blue, Stratton, Donnelly, Nash, and Schwartz (1998), for 

example, linked CA to student performance in problem-based learning contexts while 

Blume, Baldwin, and Ryan (2012) found that students with high CA were less likely to 

assume leadership roles. There are myriad other benefits to helping students reduce CA; 

fostering healthy, generative learning communities is an excellent way to accomplish 

that.  

Participant 12 and others like to turn responsibility more explicitly over to 

students and have them facilitate or weigh in on certain learning activities. Simply, 

Participant 03 believes that “students learn a lot more from each other than they do from 

the instructor.” Participant 12 subscribes to a similar belief and he said, “Whenever we 

have a group critique whether that's a full class critique or a small section critique, I do 

like to have it be student-led.” He does this to help students develop confidence in front 

of peers, while also practicing critical language. He continued, “if there are other students 

there to check you, to support you, the challenges from other students are sometimes 

better received by the student that's presenting.” In a communication fundamentals class, 

Participant 03 facilitates an iterative process where students receive peer feedback at 
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regular intervals; “throughout the communications course they're looking at their projects 

and improving them over time. They have to go back and re-evaluate [each part] with 

their peers' input and my input and then revise their task.” Conversely, when students 

teach, critique, or assist others, they may experience what researchers call the protégé 

effect (Chase, Chin, Oppezzo, & Schwartz, 2009). That is, the student who is responsible 

for teaching develops an “ego-protective buffer, an incrementalist approach to learning, 

and a sense of responsibility,” (p. 335) which all contribute to improved learning 

outcomes for the teaching student. Participant 01 described how she uses a similar tactic 

with disruptive students. She said: 

If I have someone who talks too much, I might talk to the person after class or 

during a break from class and say, ‘Hey you've got some great ideas, and I really 

appreciate you contributing, and I need you to do that; however, I'm also 

concerned that other people in the classroom, they're not contributors. Can you 

help me help others contribute?’ And sometimes I will align with that person and 

kind of like, make them my partner in the class…‘you need to help me with your 

fellow students.’ That way they're like, ‘oh, it's something special so I'm going to 

behave, because people are looking at me now to help.’ 

In this case, Participant 01 believes that giving a student a task can help improve 

behavior, but that it also has the educational benefits of the protégé effect. Participant 07 

described a similar strategy in which she may have distractingly tech-obsessed students 

function as scribes or fact-checkers during class discussions. Both Participant 01 and 

Participant 07 have found ways to channel disruptive individual energy into behaviors 

that are healthy and productive for the entire group. 
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Social interaction is also beneficial for expanding students’ minds in the creative 

fields and beyond. Participant 01 tells students, “Someone might have an idea that 

someone [else] can build off of that, piggyback off of that, and together they can come up 

with some better ideas.” Participant 09 has a similar philosophy to encouraging students 

to work together. She tells her students, “We're gathering experiences; we're gathering 

perspectives from…different people. Some people have the same perspective, and some 

have very different perspectives, but from the perspectives that are different, you can 

learn from that.” Technology plays a role in how Participant 12’s students engage with 

one another. He explained a process of preparing an outline in a cloud-based word 

processing program and allowing all the students to access the document. As they explore 

the material, every student is encouraged to take notes on the shared document. He added 

more detail as he explained: 

We fill [the notes] in as a class and ask questions. And we will go off on little side 

things and then we also add the different sections. We'll get to add and refine our 

notes so that we kind of make it into a process of engaging with the chapter rather 

than just getting through the chapter. 

Participant 08 admitted, “I oftentimes have my students help me do the work.” She 

continued, “I will set up goals of the day, but I don't stand at the front of the room and 

just lecture at them. We work together. We do fun examples.” Most of the respondents 

expressed a similar aversion to the formal lecture format. Granted, formal lectures are not 

the norm for applied communication courses, and respondents seemed to indicate that 

student-led, co-created learning was preferable because of its broad appeal and 

multimodal approach.  
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For some instructors (and students), group work does more harm than good. In 

her speech class, Participant 03 will sometimes “just open it up to people just talking 

about [the topic]. We want ideas bouncing around in the classroom. But some students 

don't like that.” Participant 03 believes that some students can feel overwhelmed or 

uncomfortable going through a vulnerable brainstorming or “thinking out loud” process 

in front of their peers. Many instructors described scenarios in which students were 

frustrated by a lack of peer cooperation, or voiced difficulties about making times for out-

of-class meetings or work. Participant 12 articulated a familiar sentiment, “There always 

tends to be the ones that do the work and the ones who don't do the work.” Instructors 

addressed uncertainties about assessing student group work, and shared frustrations they 

had experienced when assigning group projects.  

Specific to the community college environment, any number of external factors 

could negatively affect group work; many instructors talked about avoiding it as a way to 

help set students up for success. Participant 02 similarly observed, “I've avoided it 

because I've seen really nasty things from a personal perspective. And students often 

don't like to work in teams.” She explained that often, student frustrations have nothing to 

do with the course material but rather, are based on trying to coordinate for group work. 

Trying to organize meetings or allocate tasks can bring a project to a halt. “…it's a simple 

skill, but just learning how to coordinate calendars and things like that are important, 

basic level skills.” She stressed that those skills are important, however. Participant 02 

was one of several respondents who expressed frustration because they see the value of 

group work but have yet to figure out assignments or course structures to facilitate 

effective, formal group project learning. One of the major challenges in learning through 

the group process is exactly that; the process. In an emergent, impromptu context, the 
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group process is wonderfully productive, yet in a formalized context, the focus seems to 

shift, and students miss the benefits of group learning. As discussed above with regard to 

creativity and technical skills development, many faculty respondents favored a focus on 

the process over the final product. Curricular structures can enhance and support a 

student’s learning process through deliberate and specific skill acquisition, rather than 

simply focusing on the final outcome. 

Incentivizing and encouraging process orientation. While no teacher in a 

creative discipline – or likely any teacher for that matter – would want to be accused of 

stifling a student’s creativity, sometimes instructors can help students more in the long 

run by limiting the scope of an assignment and by providing them opportunities to 

practice the fundamentals and develop solid work habits. For many of the instructors 

interviewed for this dissertation in practice, these opportunities are easily implemented 

into a regular course plan. Instructors described creating incentives for students who meet 

process-specific benchmarks or demonstrate a commitment to preparation and revision. 

Others detailed specific assignments designed to “check in” with student progress, from 

both a teacher and student perspective. Similar to the overt/covert power of the syllabus 

and rubrics described above, faculty members make deliberate curricular choices that 

reinforce subject matter learning, while supporting the teacher-leader’s larger classroom 

culture intentions. 

Participant 07 said, “I often have students that are struggling. I will give them 

points back on an assignment if they come in my office and talk to me.” She clarified 

with an example, “If they did a speech and they got an F on it… we will go talk about 

[the speech], and I will give them points for just coming and talking about it and…ways 

to do better next time.” Participant 04 will actually let students resubmit projects to try to 
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improve their grades. During this process, she is very clear in her directions to the 

student, specifying which part to improve and offering a reasonable deadline. Participant 

03 indicated that she gives students regular quizzes in order to hold them accountable, 

even if the quiz material is not the priority of the course. She revealed, “They do an open 

book quiz and they don't really read the whole thing. At least they are having to page 

through that book and find that answer, and read that answer, and then transfer it to the 

quiz.”  

 For Participant 07, recognizing student effort is also an important part of 

demonstrating levels of expectation. She often has students write short reflective papers 

after various projects. The papers are a strategy that both incentivize students to 

undertake a reflective practice, while reiterating the expectations of the course. She said, 

“If they made an earnest attempt to do it - it's just, they're not very not very good at it - 

I'm going to give them the full points.” Sometimes, asking students for their opinions 

about the process is an effective way to monitor and adjust/improve performance. For 

example, Participant 05 provides students regular opportunities to tell her if they are 

missing something or to reflect on how they are progressing. She called them “minute 

papers” and described the following: 

I just tell them take out a piece of scratch paper they can share a paper. I don't 

care. It's not a big deal. They can put their name on it if they want. They don't 

have to put their name on it. And I typically ask them three questions: the first one 

is, what is one thing that you have learned either today or in this unit? What is one 

thing you still have a question on, or are stuck on, or need more information on? 

What is one thing that I can do to be more helpful to you in your learning? 
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This process typically lasts no more than 2 minutes and takes place during the final 

minutes of the class session. Participant 05 wants to make sure that students provide 

candid answers, and that they are not concerned about extras like spelling, grammar, or 

over-thinking the answer. The instructor collects and reviews the papers. In the next class 

meeting, she addresses any issues that came up on the minute papers or answers any 

questions. 

Institutional Factors  

 Participants in this research revealed that they are very passionate about being 

educators. They want to see their students succeed, and they are willing to go to great 

(and creative) lengths to achieve that. Many exhibited teacher-leader philosophies that are 

sensitive to the needs of their students, both academically and emotionally. Respondents 

described ways in which they structure activities, entire courses, and programs of study to 

support their individual teacher-leadership in the classroom. Teacher-leaders are not 

alone in their work, and this research set out to understand what institutional or 

organizational factors impact effective Gestalt-inspired teacher-leadership, and how. 

Interview respondents spoke about factors that can be organized into three major 

categories: the role and autonomy of the professor; academic mandates and requirements; 

and co-curricular support networks on and off campus. 

Autonomy, academic freedom, and regulations. One major factor that affects 

the strategies and tactics that teacher-leaders choose is their perceived levels of academic 

freedom and autonomy. Most respondents initially stated that they had a good amount of 

autonomy, but several needed to qualify that statement. For example, Participant 03 said, 

“I am given almost complete autonomy. Once that syllabus is in place, as long as it 

follows the syllabus, I can really do whatever I want.” In contrast, Participant 09 feels 
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that a lack of freedom inhibits her as a teacher. She said, “I could be a better teacher if I 

could teach the way I wanted to.” Many instructors talked about the double-edged sword 

of teacher autonomy and recognized the positive and negative attributes. For example, 

Participant 02 noted that “when I didn't have a lot of autonomy, I felt like there was a 

little less pressure because I knew what I was supposed to be doing.” She contrasted that 

by saying, “It also kind of felt a little like robotic and a little stiff as far as... I feel like I'm 

teaching someone else's class.” As an adjunct, Participant 05 has had two very different 

experiences of freedom and autonomy. “At [one school], I basically have free reign. I can 

use whatever textbook I like. I can implement curriculum however I want.” She indicated 

that her other school was different, in that, “they use a standard textbook for all public 

speaking classes so that section has the same material. But we can work it, lecture it, 

activity it however we want, in our own way.” She concluded this discussion by taking a 

pragmatic stance about standard or required materials: “I find [standard or required 

materials] extremely helpful. Because I may not use that activity exactly how it is... But I 

can then adopt it, and it's going to be stronger than something I would have come up with 

on my own.” 

Having a pre-set syllabus, activities, and assessment methods is not all bad for 

Participant 08 either. While she appreciates having the independence, she knows that 

from an institutional perspective, standards can be a valuable tool. She described 

anecdotally that when some teachers have too much freedom, they can end up with 

“weird assignments” and may do things that are not consistent with what other faculty or 

the department as a whole is trying to accomplish. “I think there should be a little bit 

more continuity,” she concluded. Several other respondents discussed the importance of 

course designs that use a similar set of activities, readings, and other materials. Generally, 
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faculty participants understand and appreciate some regulation in curriculum, and do not 

feel restricted or negatively impacted by standards. 

Participant 06 and Participant 01 indicated that, in addition to department- or 

college-level requirements, they must consider state and/or federal mandates in the design 

and implementation of their courses. Participant 06 described how he maintains his 

individuality while meeting state standards: “I can pretty much do anything I want, as 

long as I'm meeting those five to six [learning outcomes]. Then I do the basic assessment 

thing that we need to do.” Participant 01 detailed some of the state requirements that 

faculty at her institution must meet. She also described how her department encourages 

faculty to be creative in the assignments that they use and the materials they present to 

students. “We are always looking for things that are more contemporary, more 

[technically] correct. We're always refreshing, it seems like.” The department invites 

individuals to submit assignments or project ideas to the curriculum committee, who 

reviews the materials, and if approved, archives them for other professors to use for a 

particular course. In this way, the department offers the faculty member some flexibility 

and autonomy, while ensuring state-mandated course content and safeguarding against 

“weird” or inappropriate assignments that may appear from time to time. 

While no quantitative data were collected or analyzed as a part of this research, 

and no correlation or causation is implied here, faculty perceptions of freedom and 

autonomy seemed to relate to their employment status (full- or part-time), years of 

service, and educational training. Participant 12 offered his insights into the economics of 

seeking more autonomy as he opined, “If you're an adjunct and you want to be rehired, 

you don’t go in there, stroke your long white beard, and tell them how screwed up 

everything is.” Several other interviewees who were or had been adjunct instructors 
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described a similar level of precarity when it came to asserting one’s self or one’s ideas 

for course and curriculum. Faculty who were in positional leadership roles (department 

chair, lead instructor, etc.) expressed confidence in their ability to adjust student 

assignments or the structure of the material in a course. Similarly, faculty members with 

doctoral degrees seemed to demonstrate high levels of academic freedom, autonomy, and 

trust from their superiors. Even those without terminal degrees felt that they had 

significant latitude from their departments if they felt that leadership had confidence in 

them. Participant 11 and Participant 07 alluded to the fact that supervisors had recently 

praised them or their work, and both reported feeling confident in making their own 

academic decisions. Finally, those individuals who reported having training in education 

showed, of no surprise to the current researcher, very high levels of confidence, 

competence, and freedom in their ability (and willingness) to tailor course and curriculum 

to the needs of their students. 

Support systems. As Participant 01 noted above, “We really have to teach the 

whole student now.” Many of the interview respondents emoted a similar mission. 

Interviewees described a vibrant commitment to student success, and a sensitivity to the 

challenges and opportunities that students face outside the classroom. Despite their most 

heroic leadership efforts, however, most faculty respondents indicated that they need 

help; they cannot do it all alone, and several admitted that they would not want to! Just as 

good community in the classroom produces positive results, good relationships among 

teachers, students, administration, and student affairs produces an environment in which 

students feel supported across many facets of life. In particular, this research has how 

teacher-leaders at the community college can leverage the skills of a broad range of 
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student support specialists across campus (tutors, mental health counselors, financial 

advisors, etc.). 

 Participant 04, Participant 10, and Participant 09 told stories about their 

experiences with students who had physical or cognitive impairments. In these cases, 

their specific college’s office of disability services was able to step in and assist the 

faculty member with specialized teaching strategies. Participant 04 expressed that she 

was frustrated because she did not have special education training and felt as if she was 

not providing effective pedagogy for her students with disabilities. She noted that she has 

received adaptive technology solutions to assist with teaching but complained about gaps 

in ongoing support, training, and responses to specific requests for assistance. When 

asked about strategies for working with students that have learning difficulties such as 

Autism, Participant 10 replied, “With patience...And a smile...” More practically, she 

continued, “I try to learn a little bit. I did a little bit of studying about Autism. And I went 

to a seminar that they offered here just to learn a little bit about that.” In this case, the 

college provided a resource for the individual student, and a resource for the instructors 

who work with the students on a daily basis. For many students with special needs, the 

institution provides an assessment, and if necessary, documentation for faculty and staff 

about accommodations or other modifications to help students learn. Like the class 

syllabus, such documents provide clarity, so all parties can establish a common 

understanding of the student’s need and how to accommodate it. In some cases, students 

may not have registered with their disability services office, and may not have 

documentation about their specific needs. Most faculty respondents indicated that they 

feel supported by their institutions when it comes to having a strong office of disability 

services (or something similar) is available to them. Given their keen sensitivity to 
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student needs, faculty members interviewed here described being able to identify 

psychological, social, emotional, or academic deficits in students, and are able to refer 

students to the appropriate campus resources. 

Often, students do not have clear, diagnosed, and documented disabilities, so 

faculty members must work to connect struggling students with the most appropriate 

campus resources. Participant 01 readily admitted, “I'll try to connect them with the right 

person who can give them the support that they need that I might not be able to get them 

in the classroom.” Several professors talked about referring students to the campus 

writing lab for help with English, grammar, or spelling. Even though the sample 

population for this research was limited to applied communication programs, most 

respondents’ students have to take courses in math, and science; several interviewees 

discussed sending their students to tutoring centers in these areas as well. In a few rare 

cases, interviewees described using other academic support services, such as a testing 

center, which helped them proctor midterms, final exams, or other assessments. Given the 

subject matter and project-based learning programs of most respondents, major exams 

and tests were simply not a frequent occurrence. Unfortunately, for some instructors like 

Participant 04, their colleges do not offer discipline-specific academic resources for 

communications. She complained, “If it were a math problem, I'd send them to the math 

lab. But there is no graphic design lab, so they do not have the resources that my students 

need. [But] they have me, so I'll provide those resources.” Similarly, Participant 11 offers 

the student different options and tries to help them take responsibility for their actions 

and learning: “Here are times that I have available; here are tutors that the school offers 

that are free; here are online resources that you can use…if you so desire.” Participant 01 

lamented that “a lot of colleges are cutting back. And they cut back on things that 
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students really need… like the writing centers and those kinds of things.” In contrast, 

Participant 02 feels that student support services are improving, or that perhaps students 

are better-equipped to advocate for themselves and request specific assistance. She said, 

“I feel like more and more students are willing to advocate for themselves…I don't know 

if my campus resources are just getting better or what, but students will say, ‘I have this 

[issue]’ and seek help.” While many instructors discussed that they work hard to provide 

students with all the materials and resources they need for their courses, they also 

acknowledged that college-wide support services are indispensable for ensuring that 

students have the tools they need to mitigate not only academic risks, but also external 

challenges that may be interfering with academic performance, health, or wellbeing. 

 In addition to the academic support services described by faculty, several 

mentioned resources that their colleges offer to help students with social or emotional 

needs, economic needs, or logistical needs like transportation and childcare. For many 

students, challenges never present themselves individually. Participant 12 identified, at 

least anecdotally, that an increasing number of students deals with mental health 

concerns. He noted, “…they suffer from anxiety issues that prevent them from coming to 

class. And you know that's a difficult one too and I know when that happens, I can refer 

that up the chain…their academic counselor and so on” After having conversations with 

many students about problems and potential solutions, he has realized, “it's all so case-

by-case and it isn't like, well here's the solution for someone who identified in this way. 

It's really very personal.” He acknowledged that having the support of the institution is 

important for helping faculty members be creative in stringing together the right network 

of support services for a student. As mentioned previously, Participant 12 is also quick to 

utilize the formal procedures in place for helping students during crises that may involve 
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serious issues such as violence, self-harm, or sexual misconduct. A few respondents 

talked about having to utilize – thankfully not often – administrative departments that 

deal with student behavior and discipline. In these cases, the instructors talked about 

having exhausted their own personal capacities and needed “backup” support. Two or 

three referred back to the syllabus and the very threat of administrative or official 

“intervention” as a sufficient deterrent to students’ misbehavior. Across the board, faculty 

respondents praised their college’s efforts to help students through formal channels such 

as academic advising, tutoring services, career placement, financial aid (and in some 

cases, financial counseling), mental health counseling, disability services, and student life 

offices. Instructors also talked about the formal and informal networks they maintain 

around campus that they can utilize when they have questions about students, courses, or 

roles and responsibilities as the teacher. 

For Participant 07, being a part of a peer network on campus was a serious 

motivating factor. When she first took her job, she remembered feeling “a deep need to 

like, prove myself to my colleagues, which meant that I was like, ‘oh, you want you want 

somebody to do some committee work? I will do it!’” She provided several other 

examples of wanting to fit in and be seen as credible and hardworking. Participant 08 was 

enthusiastic in proclaiming, “I really love the idea of working in a department where 

people share things like ‘here's this really awesome assignment I came up with’ or ‘here’s 

a really interesting way to teach a difficult topic.’” Many faculty respondents described 

comparing notes with colleagues who may be teaching a different section of the same 

course. Similarly, they talked about being able to connect with peers who had designed 

the course originally, or contributed assignments or assessment methods, and how 

beneficial it is to be able to discuss the class with them. Beyond the course materials, a 
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few faculty members described being able to go to their network with concerns about 

students. Participant 02 highlighted that if a student is having trouble in her class, “they're 

probably having issues in other classes, and there's usually someone else who I can loop 

[in] and to talk to about how can we move forward together resolving this issue.”  

Unfortunately, personnel and institutional factors can impact the effectiveness of 

a faculty member’s participation in the network. As an adjunct at several schools, 

Participant 11 certainly knows the struggle: “I rarely get asked my opinion,” she said, and 

further described feeling not valued or heard/understood by her supervisors. Others who 

had worked as part-time instructors described feeling disconnected from others on 

campus and were not necessarily aware of, or invited to utilize, either formal or informal 

networks on campus. Participant 03 noted that as a full-time instructor, she works to 

advocate for the part-time staff. She said, “[I try] to make sure that people pay attention 

to what the adjuncts are doing [and] what they need.” Just as students need support 

systems in place for success, faculty members do as well. 

Finally, some instructors articulated that it is not just the poorly-performing 

students that need the support of campus resources. There are resources for high-

achieving students, and structures in place that can motivate them or help them move 

beyond the minimum requirements for the curriculum. For example, Participant 12 

helped to place one of his advanced students in a work study position that required a high 

level of expertise. He described a young man who was, “just a phenomenal 3D thinker. 

And so now he is the student helper in the makerspace…And he gets paid to do it. You 

know he has a job in it before he's even left school.” Participant 01 noted that she is 

fortunate to work at an institution where she can move students into an honors program 

or work with them to develop independent, high-level projects. She attempts to identify 
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high-achieving students as early as possible and let them know about it. “I will single 

them out, maybe write on their paper ‘hey this is really good work [have you] considered 

the honors program here?’” and added, “we have a lot of different avenues that students 

can do at [the college] to kind of help them expand a little bit and get be challenged a 

little bit further.” Several faculty interviewees admitted that they often forget about the 

high-achieving students in the room since they end up focused on the students who are 

struggling.  

Analysis: Gestalt-Inspired Teacher-Leadership as Instructional Strategy 

 While many faculty interviewees struggled to clearly articulate specifics, most 

respondents believed they were a leader in their classrooms. Many were quite emphatic in 

their responses as well, indicating that they felt strongly about the idea and believed it 

was an important part of their teaching. Responses were varied when it came to whether 

participants believed they were leaders in the larger institutional context, and as this 

researcher expected, responses depended on titles, appointments, and positional power 

bases. Consistent with the prevailing understandings of teacher-leadership in the 

contemporary literature, faculty respondents described leadership activities within their 

classrooms, but many quickly jumped to talking about leadership in a more formalized, 

institutional sense. When pressed during questioning, research participants seemed 

willing to further explore the notion of teacher-leadership specific to the classroom. Upon 

further analysis of the data collected, the following emerged as common beliefs and 

practices, many of which align with the postheroic leadership and Gestalt traditions 

described in Chapter 2 of this dissertation in practice.  
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Philosophies 

Responses from interview participants indicate that there are a few overarching 

philosophies that guide their teaching. Responses in general support the idea that teachers 

in the community college environment display traits and behaviors of servant leadership. 

Many respondents talked about taking extra time with students, developing student-

centered relationships, and going beyond their prescribed job descriptions in order to help 

students succeed. The following tenets are critical for effective servant leadership: 

effective communication; withdrawal; acceptance/openness and empathy; vision, 

perception, and foresight; and awareness of self and community (Greenleaf, 1977). 

Faculty respondents demonstrated many of these ideals. Effective communication was 

important for many participants, in terms of aspects such as instructional communication, 

clear syllabi and course documents, interpersonal communication, and teacher facilitation 

of respectful communication among students. Many respondents also described practices 

that imitate “withdrawal” (p. 32) when it comes to self-care, utilizing campus and social 

networks for support, and even deploying shortcuts that help reduce, for example, the 

need to rewrite repetitive emails dealing with common student concerns.  

During the interviews, several respondents discussed how they create safe spaces 

or healthy learning environments through a spirit of acceptance/openness and empathy 

(Greenleaf, 1977, p. 33). Of course, the nature of the teaching profession requires vision, 

perception, and foresight (p. 37) in the form of carefully thinking about the course, 

activities, assessment methods, and the larger classroom culture. Several faculty 

respondents discussed the different aspects they think about when preparing for a new 

semester, and some described casting an even wider net to think about how students’ 

coursework would affect them many years after school. Finally, servant leaders are called 
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to develop an awareness of self and community (p. 40). This was on clear display as 

interview respondents described using self-reflective practices, fostering relationships 

with students for improved understanding, and working to improve social-emotional 

skills in themselves and in their students. 

A philosophy that is very closely aligned with servant leadership is the feminist 

“ethic of care” (Gilligan, 1982). Under this philosophy, there is a serious commitment to 

‘the other’ in a responsible, relational manner. This stands in contrast to an ethic of 

justice, in which rules and philosophical abstractions of morality take precedence over 

real-world contexts and situations (Featherstone & Morris, 2012). Faculty respondents 

described many situations in which they sought to respond to the individual needs of the 

students, even if it meant bending a rule or expectation. For example, Participant 07 said 

that she will often stop the class mid-lesson and change her tactics if students are not 

getting the concepts. Others described responding to student issues outside of class 

through project extensions, by providing additional resources, or adjusting feedback 

based on the individual needs of the student. Participants 1 and 10, for example, stated 

that they vary the amount, depth, and complexity of feedback they provide students, 

depending on context; quantitative evaluations may also end up being more forgiving if 

faculty knows that students are having a hard time, or facing serious personal challenges 

that are preventing them from doing their best work. Of interest to the current study is the 

notion that the feminist ethic of care acknowledges that “human relationships are not 

between equally-informed and equally-powerful persons but between unequal and 

interdependent persons.” (Tong & Williams, 2018). The challenge, then, is navigating 

complex social relationships in which two parties are on unequal hierarchical levels. In 

both servant leadership and the ethic of care philosophies, power is a serious concern, and 
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one that should be carefully considered, attended to, and deliberately leveraged in order 

to create a more generative relationship. 

 Faculty respondents openly discussed their beliefs with regard to power dynamics 

in their classrooms, whether coercive power (punishment), reward (incentives/grades), 

legitimate (positional/assigned roles), expert (competence of the instructor), and referent 

(affinity for or respect) (French & Raven, 1959; Chory & Goodboy, 2010). Several 

educators talked about how they mitigate power distance issues by having students call 

them by their first names rather than “Dr.” or “Professor.” Many faculty respondents got 

into teaching because of their industry experience or expertise, so they talked about trying 

to establish their expert authority through the use of professional work samples, 

demonstrations of skill/competency, or strategically placed self-disclosure. Many 

interviewees referred to their use of rewards and punishments as a base of authority. 

Consistent with the ethic of care orientation, educators used positive reinforcement far 

more commonly than coercive power or punishment. Faculty cited teacher immediacy, 

personability, humor, and genuine interest in the student as ways that they develop 

authority through affinity and respect. Clearly, teacher-leaders are aware of the roles they 

maintain and how student perceptions of power affect the learning environment. Across 

the board, faculty respondents tried to reduce the disparity between leader and led, 

between teacher and student. Such an approach is very much in line with how leaders and 

coaches are positioned within the Gestalt organizational development tradition. 

 Leary-Joyce (2014) described Gestalt coaching as “…an attitude, a perspective, or 

a sensibility with a strong theoretical underpinning” (p. 7). He outlined five key points 

regarding Gestalt coaching. First, he proposed, “awareness is central to the Gestalt 

approach” (p. 8) which includes cognitive, emotional situational, and environmental 
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awareness. Interview respondents alluded to many of their own practices build awareness 

and attend to the holism of the educational experience. Second, Gestalt coaching is 

concerned with “the way in which we do, say, approach, experience and think about 

things.” (p. 8). This theme surfaced repeatedly in the research, as faculty members talked 

about helping students develop a full body of language and expressive abilities. On the 

opposite side of the process, instructors work to develop their own senses of observation, 

understanding, and reaction to what students say, as well as what they communicate non-

verbally, or through what is left unsaid.  

Third, Gestalt is concerned with the here and now; a phenomenological 

orientation through which what is happening is encountered sensually. Several instructors 

advocate for a process-oriented practice, rather than always focusing on the grade, the 

finished product, or the dreaded final exam. Prioritizing the process is critical in creative 

disciplines and builds good habits, especially for new students. This research also 

revealed that faculty members clearly understand the social and emotional nature of 

learning, and work to foster good, appropriate relationships with each and every student 

they encounter. This aligns with the fourth point, that Gestalt coaching is “relationship-

centered, contextual, and inclusive” (Leary-Joyce, 2014, p. 9). Finally, the paradoxical 

nature of change forces the coach to work with a co-created, emergent process. Leary-

Joyce concludes that “outcomes and goals are useful, so long as you hold them lightly” 

(p. 10). Many respondents described using loosely structured activities, student-driven 

learning processes, and flexible lessons to drive engagement and learning. In Gestalt, 

change only occurs in the present moment, and is most dynamic when one is not trying to 

change. This research included many instructors who deliberately work to facilitate this 

type of change and growth in students.  
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Instructional Strategies & Tactics 

 While the information collected from faculty interviews revealed some grand 

philosophical, pedagogical, and ethical themes, it also highlighted some concrete 

strategies and tactics that faculty members use on a daily basis. These practices certainly 

support (or spring from) the broader philosophical orientations discussed above yet are 

unique in that they are the tools faculty use to engage with students in the learning 

process.  

 Postsecondary education is a highly social endeavor. Even online classes, which 

are often conducted in physical isolation, still rely heavily on community-building 

methods such as discussion forums, peer critiques, or collaborative learning. In-person 

instruction presents many additional opportunities for the development of classroom 

community, peer learning networks, and socially supportive groups. Zinker (1978) 

described the group as a “unique system with its own special character and sense of 

power; a conglomeration of energies exuded by individual members and interrelated in a 

systematic pattern” (p. 157). In this way, groups become powerful tools in the learning 

process. 

Instructors interviewed for this project make efforts to create and foster peer 

learning. Many instructors described using small, informal groupings of students as a sort 

of breeding ground for ideas and confidence. Other respondents talked about the power of 

the whole class group to inspire, motivate, and reinforce social norms. Several 

respondents in the visual communication fields talked about whole-class presentations 

and critiques, and how impactful the practice is for the development of soft skills such as 

presentation, critical thinking, clear communication, and respectful feedback. 

Interestingly, many faculty respondents spoke about the power of students working in 
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groups but decried the use of formal group projects. For many of the professors 

interviewed, group projects often cause more harm than good and are rife with 

implementation challenges. At the community college level, student factors such as work, 

family, and transportation are impediments to productive group work. So, while it seems 

critically important that students learn as a part of a social community, formalized, or 

required group projects may not always support that goal. Several respondents spoke 

about the desire to use formal group work in their classes but admitted that they did not 

know how to do so effectively. The concept of differentiating between formal and 

informal learning opportunities is important to group process and can also inform the use 

of soft structures, experimentation, (Siminovitch, 2017) and what this project refers to as 

“easy wins” for students.  

 To borrow a concept from Gestalt, soft structures are ways in which the coach or 

leader can facilitate growth or change without dictating the entirety of the process (M.A. 

Kraus, personal communication, July 21, 2018). This approach is very much in alignment 

with postheroic leadership and reflects a process that honors the dignity of the student 

while deliberately reinforcing agency and autonomy. Interview respondents described 

approaches that utilize similar educational strategies. For example, soft structures 

manifest in the classroom through practices like loosely-structured class discussions, 

student-led activities, co-created classroom rules or procedures, and in some cases, 

student-developed curriculum. In each of these cases, the instructor (as subject matter 

expert) provides a loose framework around which emergent learning takes place. 

Specific to communication pedagogy, instructors intentionally leave many 

assignment details vague or incomplete. There are often technical requirements for 

projects, such as document size, file format, length, or requirements based on specific 
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learning objectives; however, other details may be left to the students’ discretion as a 

learning challenge. For example, Participants 01, 02, 03, 07 and 11 (all public speaking 

instructors) allow students to select their own speech topics. They place few, if any, 

restrictions on content, but their assignments come with some form of a caveat about 

professionalism, decorum, and appropriateness. Thus, the student is challenged on 

competencies of persuasive rhetoric, yet also bears the burden of situational awareness, 

critical thinking, self-reflection, and creativity. 

Reflective practice plays an important role in education, especially in 

competency- or skills-based programs. As students build knowledge and accumulate 

skills, they can cement their learning by thinking about (and articulating) the experience. 

For several faculty respondents, student reflection and self-evaluation are key strategies. 

Respondents across disciplines described both formal and informal reflective activities 

that students engage in after major assignments (e.g., speeches, projects, or written work). 

Some faculty incentivize reflection through assignments for credit, while others set aside 

class time for individual or collective reflection. These reflective exercises are another 

way for students to practice critically using the language of the discipline. Additionally, 

this practice gives students the opportunity to name the areas in which they may be 

struggling; vocalizing or writing those areas can help the students take ownership of the 

issues that may be blocking effective cycles of experience (Siminovitch, 2017). 

Reflective practice is also an awareness-building strategy for some faculty respondents. 

When students engage in the practice, especially in a collective fashion, they learn about 

their peers and can develop an increased sensitivity to how each individual in the class 

may be contributing to the overall gestalt. Moments of self-reflection and self-disclosure 
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may be difficult for some students, but skilled faculty can use their leadership and 

presence to create a healthy reflective environment.  

Leadership presence, on its surface, is a pivotal attribute of authoritative or 

charismatic leadership. In many instances, power is derived directly from one’s charisma, 

and is propped up by a cult-of-personality-like followership. In contrast, leadership 

presence in the post-heroic, gestalt sense is exactly the opposite; it is the space vacated by 

the teacher-leader’s ego and deliberately made available as the site of therapy, coaching, 

or learning. In the Resonant/Primal leadership school of thought, this space is where 

leader-follower interactions thrive; for Greenleaf and other servant leadership scholars, 

making this space is an act of service to others. In the Gestalt tradition, the “fertile void” 

(Leary-Joyce, 2014) is the paradoxical belief that something can be simultaneously full 

and empty; that nothingness is not useless, but rather, fundamentally essential for the 

creation of new life, new learning, new ideas, new relationships, and new ways of being. 

The teacher-leader can use this type of presence in many ways in the classroom. Several 

interview respondents described reducing power disparities between students and 

teachers. Others spoke of immediacy behaviors that they use such as humor, self-

disclosure, and positivity. Further, many participants described ways in which they model 

desirable behaviors for students. For example, Participant 01 is very deliberate about the 

language she uses in class; she wants to model the concepts she is teaching. Similarly, 

Participant 12 works to create space for good, productive professionalism to flourish. 

Most importantly, perhaps, is a teacher-leadership presence that is sensitive to student 

needs and courageously advocates for student agency, dignity, and autonomy. It is clear 

from the research that postsecondary faculty are using this type of fertile void presence in 

their classes. It is a testament to their commitment to education. 
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Conclusion 

 The interviews that this researcher conducted for this dissertation in practice 

explored many facets of teaching applied communication at the career and technical 

college level. Respondents represented a wide array of backgrounds, disciplines within 

the field, educational levels, and experience in the classroom. The diverse sample 

population led to this collection of impassioned teaching philosophies, strategic 

pedagogic approaches, and practical tactics for optimizing student learning. Additionally, 

faculty respondents discussed how institutional factors can impact their teaching practice. 

The participants all agreed that education goes beyond just the subject matter and 

technical skills. They recognize that students have complicated social and emotional 

needs, and that often, there are many external factors that can affect learning. 

Respondents clearly demonstrated their commitment to developing not only qualified 

technicians, but creative, innovative, sensitive, individuals who are capable of 

contributing productively to society at large.  

In education, the student is different than the sum of accumulated skills; each 

student is a unique and beautiful assemblage of knowledge, feelings, and desires; each 

student is situated in complex networks of interrelated peers, professional colleagues, and 

teachers. It is imperative that educational facilitators carefully consider this holism as 

teacher-leaders continually develop their pedagogic practice. It turns out that Gestalt-

inspired pedagogy practices are alive and well on community college campuses, but 

faculty members do not have the language of the discipline at their disposal. The 

following chapter presents a curriculum for learning about and implementing a Gestalt-

inspired pedagogy at the postsecondary level. 
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CHAPTER 5: RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

 The previous chapters of this dissertation in practice have presented the idea that 

professors in postsecondary career and technical programs can benefit from leveraging 

leadership theory – specifically, decentralized, constituent-first, service-oriented 

leadership philosophy – to improve learning in skills-based situations. Additionally, this 

research has suggested that teachers can further align their teacher-leadership with the 

tenets of Gestalt philosophy and organizational development so that they can practice a 

holistic approach to the development of a student. The previous chapter presented data 

from semi-structured interviews with faculty from community colleges around the 

country who teach in various applied communication fields such as graphic design, 

advertising, web development, and public speaking. This dissertation in practice has 

highlighted some overarching philosophies of leadership and education that seem to be 

situated firmly in the postheroic leadership tradition and Gestalt worldview. Additionally, 

information from interviews highlighted specific interpersonal and curricular strategies 

that instructors use to optimize competency-based learning among the diverse student 

populations found in contemporary community college settings.  

Many of these philosophies, strategies, and tactics do align with a Gestalt-inspired 

approach to teaching. However, as the literature review and interviews revealed, Gestalt 

as a teaching philosophy is not very common; that is the language of Gestalt is not 

deployed explicitly as a way to describe certain approaches. Further, there is confusion 

and debate in the literature and in the minds of faculty members about the nature of 

teacher-leadership. As was the case with specific Gestalt-inspired practices, many 

participants emphatically described themselves as leaders, but struggled to clearly 

articulate how and why. With this in mind, this project turns now to addressing how 
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faculty members may come to understand the potential within a Gestalt-inspired 

pedagogy more deeply, while simultaneously developing the knowledge, skills, and 

vocabulary that will allow them to deploy their own teacher-leadership stance both in the 

classroom and elsewhere on campus.  

 As a result of this research, the current author has developed a model of Gestalt-

inspired teacher-leadership that could be beneficial to professors in the community 

college or career and technical context. While this research focused specifically on the 

applied communication field, additional disciplines such as healthcare, psychology, the 

arts, human services, business, and even emergency services could benefit from similar 

teacher-leadership. This chapter sets forth a plan for the implementation of a faculty or 

professional development session to educate and train faculty members on this model of 

pedagogy. The proposed program, like Gestalt-inspired classroom pedagogy, is 

participatory and learner-centered; activities are spontaneously generative and highly 

relevant to the participants. While a day-long professional development session, 

conference workshop, or written “manual” can never be as full and rich as a lifetime of 

hands-on experience in the classroom, training and experience in Gestalt can provide the 

basis for a new way to approach career and technical education. Rooted in holism, shared 

leadership, and a commitment to the student, the new approach redefines a student as 

more than just a recipient of knowledge. This chapter presents recommendations for a 

curriculum that can help develop teacher-leaders in the Gestalt tradition. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative dissertation in practice was to explore how 

instructors in postsecondary career and technical education programs deploy instructional 
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strategies that align with the theoretical frameworks of Gestalt pedagogy and 

organizational development.  

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this research was to develop a series of practical recommendations for 

faculty members wishing to adopt a Gestalt Pedagogical approach. Based on the findings, 

this researcher is able to provide a theoretical foundation for the development of teacher 

training programs, continuing education sessions, and/or course materials for aspiring 

teachers in college or graduate schools. 

Proposed Solution 

This dissertation in practice proposes that a teacher-training curriculum – whether 

in the form of a professional development session, faculty training, graduate-level 

coursework, or written guidebook – can equip educators with the foundational 

philosophies, vocabulary, and ongoing generative practices that will support excellent 

teaching in the creative fields (and beyond) specifically at the postsecondary level. 

Developing a deep and lasting teacher-leadership orientation is a constant, self-reflective 

process that can take many years; the span of one’s academic career, perhaps. For those 

educators that may wish to deploy a Gestalt-inspired approach, this proposal provides one 

potential path forward. In the spirit of Gestalt therapy, this proposal does not present a 

singular “right answer.” Instead, the proposed program is an opportunity for faculty and 

facilitator to co-create their own growth and change through active experimentation, soft 

structures, and deliberately mindful cycles of experience (Siminovitch, 2017). The author 

outlines a two-part program below: first, a formalized teacher training curriculum, and 

second, a call for teachers to continue their own ongoing work as courageous teacher-

leaders. 
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As outlined earlier in this work, a significant challenge facing educators – 

specifically, those in creative disciplines within in community colleges or career and 

technical programs – is the need to train students toward both technical competencies and 

soft skills that can make them more appealing to future employers. Further, these 

institutions have classrooms comprised of students from a broad range of backgrounds, 

with diverse social and cultural experiences, for whom optimal learning takes place in 

many different contexts. It is clear from the information gathered from participants that 

teachers care about the future of their students and are willing to go to great lengths to see 

them succeed. Participants exhibited strong postheroic leadership tendencies, but many 

lacked the vocabulary or knowledge of leadership theory to appropriately describe them, 

and thus, may struggle to apply good self-reflective practice, analysis, and adjustments to 

their teaching. Similarly, interview respondents described brilliant and effective 

educational tactics that very closely align with leadership and Gestalt, but many seemed 

to be “going with their gut” or applying lessons they learned from professional 

experience in industry. Several participants did not have the language to describe why 

they made specific decisions for classroom activities, lesson plans, course design, and the 

use of systems and structures to support their classroom teacher-leadership, nor were they 

able to link their practice to any existing theory or philosophy. Many community and 

technical college faculty have professional backgrounds in industry and little, if any, 

formal educational or leadership training. Just as students benefit from knowing how to 

use language effectively, faculty can benefit from learning the parlance of teacher-

leadership.  

At its foundation, the proposed program will first address the contexts for teachers 

and learners specific to the needs of those in attendance; when instructors are more 
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keenly aware of themselves in relation to the whole (i.e., students, institutions, 

social/political/economic climates), they can be more effective. Next, the program will 

provide educators with the vocabulary of teacher-leadership and a clear understanding of 

how leadership broadly manifests in personal behavior, curricular and programmatic 

decisions, and through day-to-day management practices. The program will explicitly 

(and importantly) introduce the participants to Gestalt philosophy, psychology, 

organizational development, and pedagogy; additionally, the format, activities, and 

facilitation style will also reflect Gestalt practice; the program uses an emergent, co-

created model as a way to develop growth, change, and knowledge that is unique to those 

involved. The latter half of the program shifts focus from the interpersonal/social to the 

structural. That is, participants will be exposed to the ways in which course design, 

curriculum, and institutional factors can either support or detract from the implementation 

of a Gestalt-inspired pedagogy. Participants will experience Gestalt concepts through 

development of case-study analyses, and the identification of practical assignments, 

assessment methods, classroom management techniques, and other factors that support a 

Gestalt approach to teaching. Throughout the program, participants will be encouraged 

to: develop an awareness of self and context, be present (physically, emotionally, ‘in the 

moment’), contribute (as an integral part of the whole), and assume important functional 

roles within the shared professional development process.  

Support for the Solution  

 The community college environment is a complex ecosystem that can place many 

demands on faculty members. Students at the nation’s community colleges are very 

diverse and many face significant barriers to success both on campus and off. The 

literature and faculty interviews echoed these challenges. Participants described the 
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academic abilities of students, social emotional intelligence factors, economic and 

practical challenges, as well as mental illness, developmental disabilities, and physical 

limitations that can affect how students learn. The challenge for faculty is to find ways of 

exploring course content so that all students can benefit. Such a task often requires 

superhuman levels of patience, creativity, and stamina on the part of the instructor; 

unfortunately, limited time, resources, and energy can limit how effective teachers are in 

this regard. Additionally, student learning only goes so far when the sole responsibility is 

placed on the shoulders of the instructors; students must be active and engaged 

participants in their own knowledge acquisition processes. This is why a model of 

decentralized, shared leadership (Lowin, 1968) is appropriate and effective for teachers 

and students.  

The literature presented in Chapter 2 and the results of the interviews presented in 

Chapter 4 of this work support the idea that teachers can utilize leadership theory to 

inform their approaches in the classroom. Almost all of the interview respondents 

indicated that they were leaders in their classroom environments, though most were 

unable to articulate precisely how or why. Consistent with the literature on teacher-

leadership, many interviewees defaulted to talking about themselves in administrative 

leadership roles or peer roles such as faculty mentor, lead faculty, or faculty council 

representative. This is not problematic in and of itself. In fact, teacher-leadership at these 

levels is critical for the health of the educational system. However, interview responses 

seem to suggest that faculty may not be thinking critically (or at all) about how their work 

as a leader, vis-à-vis students, can be used more purposefully. One main component of 

this proposal is an exploration of the teacher as leader, including opportunities for faculty 

members to reflect on their own leadership beliefs and practices and to articulate them 
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more clearly. Tenets from servant (Greenleaf, 1977; Greenleaf, 1979), transformational 

(Burns, 1978; Bass, 1985), primal and resonant leadership (Goleman, Boyatzis, & 

McKee, 2002; Boyatzis & McKee 2005), and Appreciative Pedagogy (Yballe and 

O’Connor, 2000) all provide foundational support for the proposed model of teacher-

leadership within this teacher training curriculum. 

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Situation 

 There are two main groups of stakeholders interested in this proposal. 

Additionally, this researcher has identified several secondary groups that could benefit 

from (or be affected by) educators’ attempts to be more self-reflective and deploy 

Gestalt-inspired pedagogical approaches. The primary stakeholder group is faculty 

members. As the proposed curriculum is designed to help teachers understand and 

articulate a particular approach to teaching, they are central to the solution. This research 

focused on faculty members in applied communication programs at the community 

college or career and technical level, but many of the concepts within the approach are 

applicable to other disciplines. For many senior-level, highly experienced faculty, the 

concepts presented in this solution may be familiar; however, the particular terminology, 

verbiage, and overall packaging of ideas may be novel. Junior faculty, professionals who 

are new to teaching, or adjunct faculty with little or no access to professional 

development can benefit from this proposed curriculum which is designed to help them 

build their teaching practice.  

 The other primary stakeholder group here is students. While the proposed solution 

would not be directly implemented with students, they indirectly benefit from curriculum 

that helps to improve pedagogy. Students are consumers, partners, and co-creators in the 

learning process, so an awareness of student needs is a central part of this teacher training 
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program. At a philosophical level, it is important to identify students as key stakeholders 

in this program. 

 Additionally, several other groups could benefit from, or be affected by this 

program. Tangential to students are students’ families. Through improved educational 

practice, students may experience higher rates of retention, completion, and job 

placement, all of which will have a positive impact on those related to the student. For 

example, a student who earns an applied communication degree with sufficient technical 

and soft skills is more likely to find gainful employment (U.S. Department of Education, 

2018a); subsequently, the student is able to earn higher income, creating financial 

stability for their entire family. In 2016, the average annual income for an individual with 

an associate degree was $46,170, whereas it was only $36,715 for those who had no 

education beyond high school (U.S. Department of Education, 2018b). The cumulative 

effects of improved educational practice are monumental. Similarly, the communities 

surrounding high-performing postsecondary institutions stand to benefit from well-

trained and positively-contributing community members. Research has demonstrated that 

higher levels of education correlate with increased tax revenue, decreased dependence on 

government support programs like food stamps and Medicaid, and a host of other positive 

social factors (Blagg & Blom, 2018). Strong education has profound social, economic, 

political, and cultural impacts, and it starts with good teaching. 

 Finally, community colleges and career/technical institutions (at the 

organizational level), as well as their administrations, may well be affected by the 

adoption of a Gestalt-inspired teacher-leadership orientation. As a part of this program, 

faculty members are encouraged to develop formal and informal networks around 

campus, and these relationships can positively impact the culture at a college. Such 
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networks could include professional learning communities (PLCs), interest groups 

(athletics, academic disciplines, student clubs, book clubs), and informal social support 

networks. Healthy networks stimulate communication, collaboration, and partnership; in 

fertile, student-centered networks, students get the help and support they need to succeed. 

When students are supported, they demonstrate increased academic performance 

(Tennant, Demaray, Malecki, Terry, Clary, & Elzinga, 2015) and higher levels of 

motivation (Wentzel, 1998), and as such, the college stands to see improvements in the 

areas of retention, completion, and enrollment (Hodge, 2017). Changes to the 

instructional practices of a few faculty members on campus may not singlehandedly 

boost enrollment or completion rates, but it may help a few students each semester 

develop as technicians and as individuals. That is a worthwhile goal. Administrators in 

schools where faculty are implementing Gestalt-inspired practices may see a positive 

impact as well. Faculty who participate in this proposed training are asked to develop 

their own leadership personae, and as a result, may be more inclined to participate in 

leadership roles outside of the classroom. Ideally, they could end up being more 

independent and less reliant on administrative handholding. They may become models 

for other faculty members while contributing to a positive, student-centered movement on 

campus. At the same time, it is important to consider the goals of the institution as faculty 

members determine which practices to adopt in the classroom; teacher-followership and 

citizenship are just as important for healthy organizational life as teacher-leadership is for 

the learning process. 

Practical considerations. Practically-speaking, implementing this training 

curriculum effectively depends on several factors. First, the format of delivery is a 

consideration. Ideally, the program could be conducted during a faculty development day, 
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at which groups of instructors from one institution are gathered together for training. The 

program could also be implemented at a conference and could be tailored to appeal to 

discipline-specific faculty. A modified version of the curriculum might be deployed for a 

professional learning community (PLC), in which participants could encounter the 

materials in several individual units over the course of a semester or year. The current 

author has an interest in exploring Gestalt-inspired teacher-leadership in mediated 

communication environments and may work to develop online training modules for this 

proposed training as well. The decision about delivery format would depend on the 

number of teachers attending, time, space, and specific goals for the department or 

college. 

This program also requires a facilitator who is familiar with the Gestalt coaching 

stance (Siminovitch, 2017) and is able to effectively guide (and co-create with) 

participants during each session. This means that facilitators would need to be trained or 

given specific instructions on the curriculum. Ideally, because “signature presence” 

(Leary-Joyce, 2014) is so important for the facilitator, program leaders should have some 

experience with the process before leading others in its implementation. 

Potential barriers. Teacher training programs can be difficult to implement for a 

variety of reasons. Though national research suggests that faculty members want to be 

involved in training and professional development (Gyurko, MacCormack, Bless, & Jodl, 

2016), it may be difficult for them to find sufficient time away from teaching, research, 

service to the institution, and other obligations they may have. Additionally, coordinating 

the busy schedules of an entire department or program may prove prohibitive. Many 

colleges may also have to contend with the schedules of a high number of contingent 

faculty, for whom they cannot mandate attendance or properly incentivize participation.  
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Additionally, faculty members may feel intimidated by the prospect of having to 

change their instructional practice or may feel overwhelmed by the term “teacher-leader.” 

As the literature and this research have demonstrated, many faculty members associate 

the term “teacher-leadership” with administrative duties or other extracurricular roles; if 

that is the assumption, faculty may be hesitant to volunteer for additional leadership 

training.  

Financial or legal issues. This curriculum would not be expensive to implement, 

and facilitators could alter delivery methods to make it even more affordable. For 

example, a facilitator could conduct training with a PLC or small department by way of a 

video conference as a way to avoid travel, lodging, and meal costs. While this setup 

might not be ideal for co-created, social emotional learning, it may be a way to reduce 

implementation costs, while still benefitting faculty members. In the context of a full 

professional development day, the host institution may need to shoulder some financial 

burden; expenses such as printing, meals, or materials may be a part of the program cost. 

Depending on the delivery format of the training curriculum, costs will vary. 

There are few, if any legal or regulatory concerns with the implementation of this 

teacher training curriculum. In some discipline-specific contexts, instructors may be 

required to follow a prescribed course of study with particular instructional methods, and 

in that case, the full Gestalt pedagogy program may not apply as directly or completely. 

Instructors can still benefit from the teacher-leader training and student needs assessment 

portions of the program and may be able to glean insights from the curricular and 

systematic approach, even if they are not able to implement it fully. One legal concern – 

student confidentiality – may arise during activities when faculty members are sharing 

experiences and developing a student needs assessment. It will be important for 
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facilitators to remind participants about The Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act 

(FERPA) and ensure that student issues are discussed broadly and anonymously. No 

confidential student information should be shared among faculty participants. 

Implementation of the Proposed Solution 

 At a high level, the solution to the educational challenges identified in this 

dissertation in practice are highly philosophical. Adopting a Gestalt-inspired teacher-

leadership stance may not be easy for everyone, as certain ideological beliefs may put 

individuals at odds with the assumptions of Gestalt and postheroic leadership. For some 

educators, service, relationships, humility, and optimism may be second nature, and they 

may jump at the chance to more deeply understand and articulate the teaching instincts 

that they may already have. The current researcher believes that everyone can learn to 

adopt this philosophy of education. The beauty of the philosophy is that not all 

implementations will look exactly alike, and no two faculty members will arrive at the 

same conclusions about what is appropriate for them and their students. Through the 

experience of a Gestalt teacher-leadership training program, faculty will have the 

opportunity to become more deliberate, purposeful, and mindful of how they engage in 

the practice of teaching. Due to this broad philosophical commitment to emergent, co-

created learning, the following implementation plan is intentionally loose, and does not 

offer a highly prescribed set of “right answers” that faculty can simply pull off the shelf 

and use in the classroom. Additionally, this means that the training curriculum can be 

implemented in a variety of ways, depending on the needs of the participants.  

 A teacher training program could be conducted during a day-long faculty 

development session or conference workshop setting. The program might also work well 

in the context of a small professional learning community (PLC) that would meet 
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regularly throughout a semester to progress through the experience. This format would 

give participants time for preparation, reflection, and thinking between sessions. An 

experienced facilitator would be present to guide the process at an approximate ratio of 

ten or fifteen participants to one facilitator. Additional facilitators could be useful with 

more participants, though not entirely necessary. The program would require ample space 

for movement, somatic experience, group work, and socializing. Supplies like paper, 

markers, dry-erase boards, or oversized paper tablets should be available to support 

participant learning. Depending on the length of the session(s), host organizations could 

offer water, coffee, light snacks, or other refreshments. Facilitators would be equipped 

with learning materials such as worksheets, sample project or assignment guides, and a 

take-home packet for faculty that recaps and summarizes the training experience. For 

example, faculty participants might complete a “Presence Profile” – in the model of a 

Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (Briggs Meyers & Meyers, 1980), Keirsey Temperament 

Sorter (Keirsey, 1984), or StrengthsFinder (Rath, 2007) evaluation – that would help 

them understand specific elements of presence, and which ones they may favor or use 

more prominently in the classroom. The Presence Profile instrument has yet to be 

developed, and provides an avenue of future inquiry for the current author. 

 The program consists of two major sections: the first focuses on people, while the 

second focuses on systems and structures. In the Gestalt tradition, it is critical that 

individuals practice a sense of awareness about their own experiences of self, as well as 

their experiences within groups, communities, and society. During the morning of a day-

long session, for example, participants would take part in activities designed to help them 

identify background and critical information about students, assess student needs, and 

describe the learning context. Importantly, participants would be invited to articulate their 
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emotions and somatic sensations as they discuss experiences with different students. 

Some faculty members might be moved to tears upon hearing about a student’s food 

insecurity while others might feel a rush of adrenaline and a need to advocate for students 

on their campuses more zealously. Activities would shift to an exploration of the current 

state of the faculty member’s practice; awareness-building activities would help 

instructors evaluate their teaching across cognitive, affective, emotional, and social 

domains. With this foundation, the facilitator introduces the concept of teacher-

leadership. Here, participants are exposed to some high-level leadership theory and they 

encouraged to transpose their own classroom practices onto various leadership 

frameworks. Before a lunch break, they would undergo a brief experience of Gestalt 

through a series of workshop exercises. In the Gestalt practice of active experimentation, 

the facilitator might ask participants to role play several different styles of leadership 

(e.g., authoritarian, laissez-faire, servant) while others might play supporting roles in 

various classroom scenarios. The group would support one another as participants reflect 

on the emotional, intellectual, and somatic responses to their experiences; the facilitator 

would guide a debriefing and closure exercise in the end.  

 The remainder of the program focuses on how to leverage educational “systems” 

to support gestalt teacher-leadership. Participants would work together to assess the 

effectiveness either a case-study courses or actual courses that they would bring to the 

session. They would investigate things like how the course fosters community/peer 

learning; opportunities for prioritizing a process orientation; student self-reflection and 

evaluation; as well as how the course design, syllabus, and materials communicate the 

teacher’s leadership style/agenda.  
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The next section would consist of sharing (and doing) best-practices for 

developing soft skills in both students and the faculty participants. Since an integral part 

of teacher-leadership is communication, this session would be doubly beneficial, as it 

would give professors the opportunity to practice their own interpersonal skills. 

Participants might come up with a difficult scenario and then share (through role playing, 

written responses, or free discussions) how they would have responded. It may be that 

individual participants have a particular bit of “unfinished business” (O’Leary & 

Nieuwstraten, 1999) that they want to attend to, and may petition the group for 

assistance. As an example, several of the individuals that the current researcher 

interviewed mentioned that they feel as if students perceive them as “standoffish” or 

“aloof”; through a pseudo-therapeutic group process, workshop participants could help 

those faculty members identify why they might be perceived in this way while offering 

wisdom for crafting a different presence with students (of course, only if the behavior is 

problematic and does not offer a productive way for the individual to manage their 

emotions or shoulder the emotional labor of teaching).  

Participants would then explore the formal and informal systems in place at their 

institution in order to understand how they might integrate them more closely with their 

instructional practice. Faculty from different institutions could compare college-wide 

practices, while coworkers in the same department might discuss how they personally 

work with support systems like career services, counseling, tutoring, or student life. The 

goal is to zoom out to the largest, structural elements so that faculty can see the 

institutional gestalt, inclusive of students, faculty, staff, support systems, families, and the 

community at large. 
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 Finally, in good Gestalt practice, the program brings closure to the day-long cycle 

of experience. Participants would be challenged to assess their own learning and 

development during the day, and to articulate their growth to their peers. In the Gestalt 

parlance, they would be asked to reflect on the “peace of closure” (Latner, 1973) so that 

they can carry it with them back to their classes. In accordance with good instructional 

practice, facilitators would recap the day’s sessions, highlighting key takeaways and 

offering opportunities for further learning. After the close of the sessions, participants 

would be asked to provide evaluation and feedback about the session so that facilitators 

can continue to improve the program. See Appendix D for a sample program agenda. 

Beyond any professional development or workshop sessions, the real work of 

implementing a gestalt-inspired pedagogy takes place in the classroom (or lab, or online 

learning environment) between teacher-leaders and learners. A training program is only 

the first step in what should be a life-long process for educators.  

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Implementation of the Solution 

 With regard to implementing a teacher training curriculum, interested parties 

include program facilitators, faculty participants, and administration. Though the program 

is highly teacher-centered, and much of the learning is generated by faculty participants, 

the facilitator plays an important role in coaching and guiding attendees. Faculty 

members who are seeking professional development opportunities would certainly 

benefit from this proposed program. Department heads or institutional leaders would 

need to be involved in the implementation of the training program as well. When it comes 

to deploying a Gestalt-inspired pedagogical approach in the classroom, teacher-leaders 

are the primary stakeholders. As noted above, learning in the Gestalt model is co-created 

by students and teachers, and as such, students are important stakeholders as well. 
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Leadership takes on many forms in Gestalt traditions and manifests in many ways across 

the breadth of this proposed model of Gestalt-inspired teacher-leadership. 

Program facilitators. In the early stages of this program, the current researcher 

may serve as the program facilitator, while potentially working to recruit other teacher-

leaders to assist in facilitating programs. The trainer should be someone familiar with the 

philosophies of Gestalt practices and should have experience in higher education. 

Further, the trainer would need to be skilled at facilitating group process, especially in the 

style of Gestalt coaching and the “signature presence” (Leary-Joyce, 2014, p. 210). In 

Leary-Joyce’s model, signature presence consists of “the five Cs”: context for the 

relationship; communication style; capability and credibility; confidence in self; and 

centered and present (p. 211). One of the most important parts of this training is that it 

models the ways teachers can work in their classrooms. That is, facilitators should 

demonstrate personal presence, immediacy, and a commitment to “fertile void” style 

leadership. Siminovitch (2017), suggests that “one’s presence fuses a way of being with a 

way of presenting the self to others” (p. 107). The facilitator should demonstrate 

competency in the material. They should also be curious, interested in participants, and 

willing to engage in genuine, emergent co-created learning. With clear, purposeful, and 

deliberate program facilitation, participants will not only encounter important information 

cognitively, they will get to experience, firsthand, the generative possibilities of working 

with a leader that embodies the Gestalt approach. Thus, trainers and facilitators become 

important models for high-quality teacher-leadership in the learning context. 

Teacher-leaders. This approach requires courageous, thoughtful classroom 

leadership at both a personal level and through course planning, assignments, assessment 

methods, and use of support networks. During training sessions, faculty members will 
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play more of a student role as they encounter the ideas of gestalt and teacher-leadership. 

However, in the tradition of shared and distributed leadership, even faculty in the role of 

the learner will direct their own experience while supporting fellow participants 

throughout the program. As the program progresses, individuals may experience things 

that they want to pay more attention to or work on within the group. It may be a response 

to a challenging student; an emotional reaction to a peer encounter; or a personal habit 

they have identified as detrimental to effective pedagogy. This faculty member, fellow 

participants, and the facilitator would work together to develop experiential ways for the 

faculty member to be “in contact” (Stevenson, 2010) with this sensation. They would 

allow the process to unfold naturally while being mindful of the figure/ground 

relationship and developing a specific focus. Facilitators would help “grade” the 

experiment (Zinker, 1987) in order to give the participant an experience that is neither too 

taxing nor ineffectual. In this way, teachers will experience what they will be asking of 

students and will be able to more deeply understand how it feels to be a part of a Gestalt-

inspired learning community.  

Once they complete the training program, faculty members will be charged with 

building their own teacher-leadership, unique to their contexts, disciplines, and goals. 

This will require a great deal of ongoing self-reflection and emotional awareness. This 

type of vulnerability can be difficult for some people, but a consistent practice can help 

alleviate stress or anxiety that may accompany intense emotional work. Further, teacher-

leadership may require a probe into the course materials that faculty members are using 

in their classes. If this investigation reveals projects, course design, or assessment 

methods that are out of alignment with the instructor’s teacher-leadership philosophy, 

work may be required to modify those elements. As noted above, this is a process that 
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takes time, and faculty should not necessarily change their entire plans of study or rewrite 

their courses all at once; that is simply impractical and could result in inorganic or 

unsupported curricular choices. Small, continuous updates across the board can produce 

real results that support the broader movement toward service-oriented, caring, 

generative, and transformational teacher-leadership.  

Administrative & positional leadership. These stakeholders would need to 

oversee logistics, supply any necessary funding, and work with faculty schedules to 

coordinate session dates and times. Additionally, as faculty move from the training 

program back to their day-to-day teacher-leadership practices, administration will need to 

be supportive of teachers’ efforts. Support, as seen from the research, can come in the 

form of on-campus offices like tutoring, career services, or student life. It can also come 

in the form of administrative support for specific teaching initiatives or innovative 

programmatic choices. Administration should be mindful of the bureaucratic strictures 

that may inhibit faculty teacher-leadership, and within reason, should work to mitigate 

these factors. Administration (and department heads) should also encourage all faculty to 

continuously improve their instructional practice, and this program represents one 

method for doing so. Because the Gestalt approach focuses on the whole learning 

context, institutional factors cannot be omitted. Administration needs to be responsive 

and supportive - or at the very least, not discouraging of - professors’ efforts to grow as 

individuals and improve student learning. 

Evaluation and Timeline for Implementation and Assessment 

 Developing courageous teacher-leadership and improving instructional strategies 

should be an ongoing, career-long undertaking for anyone who is serious about their 

vocation. Tangibly, there are some clear steps that instructors, facilitators, and 
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administrators can take, which have measurable timelines and outcomes. First, a teacher 

training curriculum could be implemented quickly. Ideally, a professional development 

session might take place during the summer to both ensure maximum availability, while 

allowing faculty members time to reflect on, and integrate Gestalt pedagogy principles 

into their fall courses. Depending on the needs of the institution, facilitators could work 

with faculty during shorter meetings over the course of an entire semester, (e.g., on a bi-

weekly basis). To assess the quality of the professional development sessions, facilitators 

would ask participants to complete an evaluation sheet and offer comments, suggestions, 

or other feedback. A program evaluation sheet should be succinct and easy to complete to 

increase response rates. The evaluation would cover facilitator, content, experience, and 

overall quality of the program. After gathering the results, facilitators may adjust the 

training programs in response to participant feedback. 

Faculty members can quickly deploy Gestalt techniques at the personal or 

interpersonal levels. They may be interested in “trying on” elements of a new signature 

presence or practicing more immediacy with students as soon as the next class meeting. 

For example, an instructor might carve out 10-15 minutes at the beginning of the next 

session and open up a discussion to “check in” with students on challenges with or 

questions about course materials. The instructor could also commit to learning every 

student’s name and spending a few moments with them each day beyond the formal 

teacher/student relationship. Changes to class structure, lessons, and curriculum would, of 

course, take more time to implement. Depending on the nature of the changes, faculty 

may need the approval of administration, faculty councils, or curriculum committees, all 

of which could add additional time to the implementation schedule. Professors with more 
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freedom or autonomy may be able to modify course materials, assignments, or activities 

more quickly.  

Assessing the broader implementation of Gestalt-inspired teacher-leadership 

could prove to be far more complex and cumbersome. The nearest-term evaluations could 

be done on a semester or term basis. Upon completion of a course, students might fill out 

a course evaluation that would inquire about the instructor’s use of Gestalt-inspired 

techniques such as presence, openness/immediacy, role modeling, active 

experimentation, and/or centered-ness. Faculty could adjust or amend existing course 

evaluation forms to include such questions. Student evaluations however, can be a source 

of frustration for faculty and administration because of low response rates, incomplete 

responses, or a number of other factors that impact the quality of the data (Thorpe, 2002). 

Ideally, instructors should implement end-of-term evaluations as an explicit part of the 

Gestalt approach, as a way to provide a clear closure activity for students. These activities 

may take the form of regular reflective assignments like papers, self-critiques, or self-

assessment. Additionally, faculty members could facilitate discussions at the end of the 

term that would help students identify and respond to their own personal academic 

journey. Ideally, these exercises would be done in a group setting. Because the instructor 

is an integral part of the co-created learning process, instructor feedback would be 

valuable as well. That is, professors should build in time at the end of each term to, 

independently or as a group, assess the current state of course competencies, soft skills, 

relationships, and growth. As a follow up to training, facilitators should check in with 

faculty members a semester or year after their experience in the program to understand 

how they are implementing teacher-leadership strategies, and how students are 

responding. 
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Of course, specific student outcomes could also be investigated as a part of the 

current author’s future research agenda. It would be valuable to understand if faculty 

notice (or can qualitatively or quantitatively measure) changes in aspects such as 

discipline or classroom citizenship behavior, attendance, or overall academic 

performance. Additionally, it would be helpful to assess post-graduation employment, 

especially for students in career and technical education programs. Obviously, this type 

of assessment would require a very clear and rigorous study design and would need to 

deal with confounding variables such as current economic climate, state of the students’ 

fields of study, degree to which the faculty implemented Gestalt techniques, and/or 

student performance in other classes, among many other factors. 

Implications 

Practical Implications 

 At a practical level, this study has provided several tips, techniques, and examples 

of how teacher-leaders can be more effective in their classrooms. Good teaching is an 

evolving process of trial and error, learning from one’s mistakes, and course correcting 

when needed. This research has further defined some emerging concepts of “Gestalt 

pedagogy,” and has applied them specifically to creative disciplines in the community 

college and career and technical college contexts.  

 While the big-picture philosophy of education is important and necessary for 

teachers, day-to-day tasks can be equally important in establishing classroom culture, 

one’s leadership persona, and healthy learning environments. Because the Gestalt 

approach so deeply depends on holism (interpersonal, curricular, and systemic), teachers 

have to consider the “small stuff” as they continue to hone their practice. The details 

include course policies and procedures, relationship building, classroom community and 
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group work, the use of support systems, student assessment, teacher self-presentation 

strategies/immediacy, and the projects or activities that students undertake in the course. 

This researcher has attempted to elucidate how instructors can think about those 

individual details within the context of a holistic teaching gestalt; the learning experience 

is different than the sum of its parts, as the axiom implies. The teacher training 

curriculum proposed in this dissertation in practice is designed to help teachers identify 

the details, the big picture, and their relationship to one another, and offers suggestions 

for optimizing all three. 

For creative fields like applied communication, Gestalt pedagogy is empowering 

and generative; it encourages students (and teachers) to take a deeper and more deliberate 

look at themselves and their context, while simultaneously developing the technical skills 

and field competencies required in their programs of study. This approach challenges 

students to think differently, and hopefully helps them build sensitivity, situational 

awareness, and a comfort/fluency with active experimentation. These are all important 

skills for the applied communication practitioner, and, when effectively taught at the 

community college level, can bolster the students’ marketability in industry. These are 

not the only fields where a Gestalt-inspired approach to teacher-leadership is applicable. 

Additional future research should expand the scope and focus of this line of inquiry.  

Suggestions for Future Research  

 The scope of the current research was fairly broad, and included many aspects of 

teaching, leadership, and educational systems. The research included a purposive sample 

in order to narrow the context of the findings to specific contexts, though. The areas of 

Gestalt-inspired pedagogy and teacher-leadership are rich in research possibilities, and 

the current study has highlighted the need for additional scholarship on the subject. Some 
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research avenues are prevalent in the contemporary literature, some may need to be 

revitalized, and others may be entirely new. The following major directions could help 

scholars develop a more comprehensive understanding of teacher-leadership and the 

Gestalt approach. 

 Specific to the role of the teacher, there are many avenues that scholars can 

pursue. This research used a broad operationalization of “postheroic” leadership to 

encompass any non-authoritarian styles of leadership that could be utilized in the 

classroom. Further research could continue to explicate teacher-leadership behaviors 

from specific traditions (e.g., servant, primal, benevolent subversive) and how they 

manifest in an educational setting. Additionally, researchers could conduct quantitative 

studies to determine the efficacy of these specific leadership approaches as they relate to 

student outcome variables such as grades, creative output, job placement, or faculty 

evaluations. 

 Researchers could test these same dependent variables with relationship to the 

curricular and structural aspects discussed above. For example, if a faculty member 

utilizes low-stakes, incentivized “check in” assignments throughout the term, would they 

see higher student retention, completion, and class participation rates? Further, 

researchers should probe how, for instance, the language of the syllabus and/or 

assignment descriptions affect student perceptions of the instructor’s pedagogical and 

leadership intentions. Many contemporary researchers are dedicated to the field of 

instructional communication, and the leadership or Gestalt perspective may serve as an 

interesting lens through which they can examine instructional communication. 

From an administrative or institutional perspective, it would be interesting to 

investigate the effects of postheroic teacher-leadership and Gestalt pedagogy on student 
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retention, motivation, completion rates, and overall student satisfaction. The quality of 

instruction is one of the most critical variables correlating with student success (Gyurko, 

MacCormack, Bless, & Jodl, 2016), so it could prove useful to understand the specific 

ways in which Gestalt teacher-leadership affects these dependent variables. 

Administrators might also be interested in learning how instructors are personally 

affected by adopting a new or modified pedagogical orientation. Given the relational, 

emotional, and high-touch nature of the Gestalt program, faculty members may respond 

in interesting ways. Future research may investigate faculty burnout, emotional labor, 

feelings of satisfaction or fulfillment, or sense of connectedness with students or around 

campus. Finally, administrators may benefit from identifying teachers who understand 

teacher-leadership at the classroom level so that they could integrate those faculty 

members in other leadership capacities around campus. There are rich research 

opportunities to assess how classroom and institutional teacher-leadership vary. 

 With regard to Gestalt in the educational context, there is much work to be done. 

Literature reviews suggest that “Gestalt pedagogy” is still an emerging field, though 

many concepts from Gestalt may simply be framed in other ways, using different 

terminologies. A deeper meta-analysis approach may allow researchers to identify how 

other scholars label instructional practices, and which ones emerge under consistent 

themes across various proprietary approaches. This research has attempted to align 

examples of current teaching practices with the tenets of Gestalt. Further, researchers 

should investigate individual concepts within the Gestalt tradition in the educational 

setting. For example, the “cycle of experience” (Siminovitch, 2017) as it relates to 

education emerged from this study as an interesting and complicated topic. The professor 
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as a fertile void-style facilitator (Leary-Joyce, 2014) is another example of how future 

research might inform the Gestalt pedagogy approach.  

From anecdotal evidence and personal interactions with Gestalt practitioners, it is 

clear that Gestalt has not historically lent itself to serious empirical inquiry; in part 

because of its nature as an emergent, experiential therapeutic/behavioral approach, and in 

part because of the nature of those involved in its philosophical and practical 

development. For the current researcher, Gestalt as an approach to leadership and 

education holds incredible promise as a research area and could provide valuable insights 

for practitioners across a variety of settings.  

Implications for Leadership Theory and Practice 

 This study has also presented a thorough discussion of leadership philosophy and 

practice through the lens of education. When taken in this context, the idea of leadership 

begins to manifest interesting and nuanced features. For example, discussions about the 

bases of power in the classroom environment could shed light on the ways in which 

different types of power interact with one another and contribute to or detract from one’s 

authority. This becomes especially important in a knowledge-based system where 

information is a highly valued asset. How information (knowledge) is valued, controlled, 

shared, and acquired serve as critical drivers of authority, so it is important to continue 

investigating how leaders utilize that in both education and industry. 

 Leadership in general is an ambiguous concept in popular parlance. Authors, 

executives, administrators, and the general public often use the term uncritically and 

interchangeable with other phrases like management, power, productivity, and more 

broadly, to describe concepts such as gregariousness, academic accomplishment, or even 

willingness to adhere to cultural norms. This research has identified the need to equip 
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teacher-leaders with a more critical concept of leadership, along with a vocabulary they 

can use to articulate the practice. Specifically, this research supports the cultural shift 

toward concepts of leadership that are based in relational, emotional, and care-oriented 

traditions. The author undertook the current study in part to challenge assumptions of 

heroic, great man styles of leadership and education that society is often all too willing to 

accept. As leadership scholars continue developing new appreciations for postheroic 

leadership methods, this research can potentially serve as a case study for the value of 

leadership that tends to the whole through a socially responsible, emotionally sensitive, 

caring, compassionate, and reflective leadership approach. 

 Finally, this research has demonstrated that teacher-leaders use instructional 

strategies (i.e., leadership practices) that align with concepts found in the Gestalt therapy 

and Gestalt organizational development traditions. This is an exciting line of inquiry that 

could very well have practical implications in leadership. For example, organizational 

leaders could design employee performance assessments to include more critical self-

evaluation methods that tend to social, emotional, somatic, and spiritual realms, as well 

as competency factors. Further, meetings or team tasks might benefit from Gestalt 

leadership; using group process can drive creativity, situational awareness, and 

organizational communication. Contemporary leadership literature, broadly, points to the 

adoption of more holistic and social-emotional organizational leadership. Applying 

specific language and giving leaders a loose framework to work with may be 

extraordinarily beneficial for organizations of all types.  
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Summary of the Study 

 Leadership is a broad and multifaceted concept; education is equally complex. 

Both are highly relational, and neither takes place in a vacuum. This research set out to 

understand the ways in which leadership and education are similar and how 

postsecondary faculty members utilize leadership practices as instructional strategies. 

Teacher-leadership can take many forms. From the stereotypical ivory tower, celebrity 

academic to the social justice-minded, hands-on nurturer, instructors adopt all sorts of 

personae in the classroom. Of course, each produces different results. Outside of the 

classroom, teacher-leadership often includes responsibilities such as peer mentorship, 

instructional coaching, service to the institution, and administrative positions. While 

these aspects of teacher-leadership are important, this research specifically focused on the 

teacher as a leader in the classroom, rather than in the broader institutional context. The 

researcher presented literature in Chapter 2 to demonstrate that leadership, at both 

organizational and educational levels, is moving toward models that are less authoritarian 

than what has been common in history. Models that value the relational nature of 

leadership are gaining wider acceptance in society, including in educational settings. 

Educational theorists are challenging the “venerable professor” model in higher education 

and continue to advocate for educators who are attuned to students’ needs, emotions, 

learning preferences, and who are willing and prepared to respond to those observations. 

Teaching in higher education is a demanding profession, especially for teachers in 

community colleges and career and technical schools.  

This research focused on these institutions because of their highly diverse student 

populations. Additionally, students at community colleges face challenges that many 

students at “traditional” 4-year institutions may not. A wide range of factors coalesce to 
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create barriers to success for students, so faculty must develop innovative and responsive 

instructional strategies to best serve the students in their classes. Further, faculty 

members take on additional social emotional roles, and often find themselves having to 

help students find services like counseling, medical care, child care, and even food or 

housing. Given this confluence of factors, this research proposed that a student-focused, 

socially attuned, co-created style of teacher-leadership would be appropriate for the 

community college context. With that in mind, the current author approached this project 

through the lens of Gestalt philosophy, Gestalt therapy, and Gestalt organizational 

development. 

Emerging from theories of visual perception and neuroscience, the Gestalt 

movement has developed as a way of working with individual parts, the “whole,” and the 

interrelations of the two. From a therapeutic perspective, Gestalt seeks to heighten 

individual awareness and elicits change through focusing on ‘the now.’ The “paradoxical 

nature of change” (Siminovitch, 2017), as it is called, suggests that change does not come 

from goal-oriented behavior modification, but rather, “change occurs when one becomes 

what he is, not when he tries to be what he is not” (Bessier, 1970, p. 77). Areas of focus 

emerge and recede as figure/ground relationships change for the individual. By staying 

with this experience, therapists can help clients navigate these emergent sensations and 

draw meaning from them in the moment. The therapist in Gestalt is a vital part of the 

process and must learn to use “signature presence” (Leary-Joyce, 2014) as a way to 

create a fertile void in which the therapeutic relationship can manifest. Gestalt has also 

been applied to organizational settings, where coaches (again, as co-creators in the 

process) help clients navigate system-wide cycles of experience along with individual 

cycles. This school of thought has produced wonderful thinking about the nature of 
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systems, and a sensitivity to the nature of networks. Group process has emerged as an 

important line of inquiry for theorists and practitioners alike. Using this background in 

gestalt therapeutic and organizational practice as a foundation, this researcher applied 

postheroic leadership theory to classroom practitioners, and identified gestalt 

concepts/principles could improve teaching approaches/strategies in postsecondary career 

and technical programs.  

Data collection and analysis for this project took place over the course of several 

months during 2018. The researcher conducted 13 semi-structured interviews with 

faculty across the United States. Interviews revealed that faculty members do consider 

themselves leaders, but many lacked the vocabulary to articulate exactly how or why. 

Their philosophies of education seemed to mesh with the themes from the literature 

presented in Chapter 2. They talked about caring for their students, serving them, seeking 

to transform them, and reducing the overall power disparity between one another. Faculty 

described the strategies and tactics they use to support these philosophies. In general, 

instructors try to provide safe and comfortable work environments for students. They 

emphasize professionalism, respect, and clear communication. Instructors work to model 

desirable behavior and field competency while also developing relationships and rapport 

with students. Group work plays an important role for many faculty members. Though 

formal group projects can be challenging, a general consensus seemed to be that students 

learn a great deal from their peers (in terms of subject matter and otherwise) and that they 

should have ample opportunities to develop these relationships. The benefits of social 

learning are numerous and far-reaching. Faculty respondents often talked about the 

importance of focusing on the process rather than the product, especially in creative 

disciplines. A focus on the process allows students to develop more completely and gives 
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them opportunities along the way to cement good working habits, reinforce technical 

skills, and refine their creative and critical thinking skills. 

From the information collected, the researcher was able to recognize instructional 

strategies that align with postheroic leadership and tenets from the Gestalt tradition. By 

aligning leadership, pedagogy, and gestalt broadly, a model of Gestalt-inspired teacher-

leadership emerged. This chapter has outlined a model for implementing this kind of 

student-centered educational approach, and has offered concrete recommendations for 

teacher training, professional development, and ongoing pedagogical improvement. In 

addition, this chapter provided suggestions for further research. It is this author’s hope 

that the information and recommendations from this study will help in making 

community college instructors more present and accommodating to the unique population 

of community college students, which will ultimately benefit the whole system. 

An individual’s teaching philosophy and practice are complex, and typically the 

product of a career-long evolution. The solution proposed herein is by no means a “quick 

fix” or the right answer to the challenge of contemporary education, but it offers one 

potential pathway that could be successful for teacher-leaders working with a diverse 

student population. Society needs qualified and passionate teacher-leaders to help 

students learn and grow. This model of Gestalt-inspired teacher-leadership is one way in 

which teachers can turn their energy and enthusiasm into a student-centered, generative, 

and effective approach to education. Yes, it is a tall order, but students deserve professors 

who will stand with them, courageously and hopefully, on their journey toward skills, 

knowledge, and holism.  

An exquisite painting stirs emotion in the viewer because of carefully planned, 

purposefully arranged visual elements. Similarly, effective teaching emerges from a 
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confluence of factors which work together to contribute to the whole. Good teacher-

leadership requires balance, proportion, space, depth, and motion. It requires critical 

reflection and adjustments when needed. It should include a grand vision for the future, 

with openness to emergent needs in each moment. Teacher-leadership in the classroom 

can be a transformative experience for all involved, not just the student. Given the fact 

that postsecondary education does not happen in isolation, teacher-leaders can, and 

should, leverage the power of the social experience in pursuit of learning; knowing how 

to facilitate effective network connections - between students, around campus, and in the 

community - is a critical teaching strategy that works well within a framework of 

postheroic leadership and generative, Gestalt-inspired pedagogy. As noted above, this 

proposition may feel overwhelming to some faculty members, but it is an approach that 

can potentially create real, lasting change within a learning community. With careful 

planning, an ongoing reflective practice, and an open mind, instructors can evolve into 

transformative teacher-leaders in their own classrooms using a Gestalt inspired approach.  
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A: Participant Solicitation Letter 

Project Title: Teacher as Leader: A Gestalt Pedagogical Approach to Career and 
Technical Education Programs in Postsecondary Education 
 
IRBNet Project ID: 1216130-1 
 
Principal Investigator: James T. Jarc 
Document Title: Participant Solicitation Letter 
 
 
Dear colleague, 
 
I am writing to you today to request your participation in a research project that I am 
conducting. As a part of my doctoral dissertation, I am interviewing faculty members 
about their approach to teaching communication courses in the career and community 
college setting. Specifically, I am interested in finding out how instructors work with a 
diverse population of students, while maintaining high standards, fostering creativity, and 
developing more than just skills in applied communication.  
 
I have identified you as someone that can offer unique and valuable insight to this 
project. 
 
I would very much appreciate if you would consider allowing me to interview you about 
your approach to education, instructional strategies, and courses. There are approximately 
25 questions that will be asked, and the interview should take no more than one hour at 
the most. We can do the interviews in person or over the phone (or by Skype/Facetime) – 
whichever is most convenient for you.  
 
The attached document explains my research in more depth if you are interested. In the 
event that you are willing to participate in this project, you will find a letter of informed 
consent attached as well. This research project has been approved by the Creighton 
University Institutional Review Board, which requires all participants to sign off on the 
informed consent letter. If your institution requires approval to participate in projects like 
this, I am happy to accommodate that request with whatever documentation is needed. 
 
Thank you in advance for your consideration! I look forward to speaking with you and 
learning more about your approach to teaching. 
 
Have a great day, 
 
James 
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Appendix B: Informed Consent Letter for Participants 

Project Title: Instructor as Leader: A Gestalt Pedagogical Approach to Career and 
Technical Education Programs in Postsecondary Education 
 
IRBNet Project ID: 1216130-1 
 
Document Title: Informed Consent Document 
 
PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR 
James T. Jarc 
Creighton University,  
Interdisciplinary Doctor of Education in Leadership Program 
614.450.2505  
jamesjarc@creighton.edu 
 
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
You are being asked to take part in a research study. Before you decide to participate in 
this study, it is important that you understand why the research is being done and what it 
will involve. Please read the following information carefully. Please ask the researcher if 
there is anything that is not clear or if you need more information. 
 
The purpose of this qualitative dissertation in practice research is to explore how 
instructors in postsecondary career and technical education programs deploy instructional 
strategies that align with the theoretical frameworks of Gestalt pedagogy and 
organizational development.  
 
STUDY PROCEDURES 
You have been identified as a valuable research participant because of your experience in 
teaching and in your knowledge of the needs of community college students who are 
studying applied communication. This research will be conducted through one-on-one 
interviews between you and the principal investigator. Interviews may be conducted in 
person, or by phone, Skype, Facetime, or another mediated channel. The interview 
session should take approximately 45 minutes to one hour, and will consist of several 
free-response questions for you to consider. 
 
Each interview will be audio recorded for transcription and later use by the researcher. 
 
RISKS FOR PARTICIPANTS 
This study has been designed to limit potential risks to participants or their employing 
institutions. However, you may decline to answer any or all questions and you may 
terminate your involvement at any time if you choose. 
 
BENEFITS 
This project will provide new insights that can help college instructors improve their 
teaching practice. The information that you provide may be used by the investigator to 
develop a professional development program, teacher training materials, or other 
materials that teachers can use to grow as educators. 
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CONFIDENTIALITY 
The information you share during the course of your participation in this research will be 
completely confidential. Only the primary researcher has access to personally identifiable 
information of participants (and their institutions), and this information will not be 
attached to any audio recordings or interview transcriptions. Code names and/or numbers 
will be utilized in place of your name or any other identifiable information. Audio 
recordings and transcripts will be stored on a password-protected computer, accessible 
only by the primary investigator. 
 
No personally identifiable information (e.g., name, institutional affiliations, course 
content, or student information) will be included in the written report of this research. 
 
COMPENSATION 
No compensation (monetary or otherwise) is offered for participation in this research.  
 
CONTACT INFORMATION 
If you have questions at any time about this study, you may contact the researcher whose 
contact information is provided on the first page. If you have questions regarding your 
rights as a research participant, or if problems arise which you do not feel you can discuss 
with the Primary Investigator, please contact the Institutional Review Board o Creighton 
University at 402-280-2126.  
 
VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION 
Your participation in this study is voluntary. It is up to you to decide whether or not to 
take part in this study. If you decide to take part in this study, you will be asked to sign 
the consent form provided below. After you sign the consent form, you are still free to 
withdraw at any time and without giving a reason. Withdrawing from this study will not 
affect the relationship you have, if any, with the researcher. If you withdraw from the 
study before data collection is completed, your data will be returned to you or destroyed.  
 

Bill of Rights for Research Participants 
 
As a participant in a research study, you have the right: 

1. To have enough time to decide whether or not to be in the research study, and to 
make that decision without any pressure from the people who are conducting the 
research.  

2. To refuse to be in the study at all, or to stop participating at any time after you 
begin the study. 

3. To be told what the study is trying to find out, what will happen to you, and what 
you will be asked to do if you are in the study. 

4. To be told about the reasonably foreseeable risks of being in the study. 

5. To be told about the possible benefits of being in the study. 
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6. To be told whether there are any costs associated with being in the study and 
whether you will be compensated for participating in the study. 

7. To be told who will have access to information collected about you and how your 
confidentiality will be protected. 

8. To be told whom to contact with questions about the research, about research-
related injury, and about your rights as a research participant. 

9. If the study involves treatment or therapy: 

a. To be told about the other non-research treatment choices you have. 

b. To be told where treatment is available should you have a research-related 
injury, and who will pay for research-related treatment. 

 
 
CONSENT 
I have read, and I understand the provided information and have had the opportunity to 
ask questions. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to 
withdraw at any time, without giving a reason and without cost. I understand that I will 
be given a copy of this consent form. I voluntarily agree to take part in this study.  
 
Participant's signature ______________________________ Date __________  
 
Investigator's signature _____________________________ Date __________  
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Appendix C: Interview Protocol 
 
Project Title: Instructor as Leader: A Gestalt Pedagogical Approach to Career and 
Technical Education Programs in Postsecondary Education 
 
IRBNet Project ID: 1216130-1 
 
Principal Investigator: James T. Jarc 
Document Title: Dissertation in Practice Interview Protocol 
 
Section I: About You & Your School(s) 
 
Are you currently teaching, and if so, where, and can you tell me a little bit about your 
classes? 
 
What is your professional experience outside of teaching? 
 
How and why did you get in to teaching? 
 
What is your training in education? 
 
How would you describe your personal teaching philosophy? 
 
How would you describe your teaching style (more of a day-to-day, in-classroom sense)? 
 
How would your students describe your “presence” in the classroom? 
 
Would you consider yourself a leader in your classroom, department, or school?  
Why or why not? 
 
Section II: Instructional Strategies 
 
Working in a field where students have to come up with unique ideas and solutions to 
problems, how do you encourage/foster/work to develop creativity in students? 
 
How do you respond to and work with students who are “stuck” creatively, conceptually, 
or technically? 
 
Describe, if applicable, the role of student self-reflection or self-assessment in your 
classes? 
 
Tell me about how you provide evaluation and feedback for students and their work? 
 
Can you talk a little bit about if and how you approach “community” in your classes?  
(That is, relationships among students, peer assessment or feedback, discussions, etc.?) 
 
How do you identify and work with students who may have different learning styles or 
needs in your class? 
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What is your approach to discipline or classroom management? 
 
Section III: Curriculum and Course Design 
How much autonomy to you have when it comes to your individual courses? (i.e., Do you 
get to select materials, create activities, and determine assessment methods?) 
 

If you have a lot of autonomy, can you describe your process for developing 
courses and factors you consider as you do? 
 
If not much, does it affect your teaching? How? 
 

This question assumes that in applied communication courses, you have students 
undertake some sort of project or activity to learn the materials and demonstrate 
competence…Along a continuum from “very free” to “highly prescribed,” how would 
you describe the projects/activities you present to your students? (That is, do you map out 
every detail and expectation, or provide a general idea and allow more freedom)  
 

Is every project the same in this way? 
 
What is your rationale for designing projects this way? (if you designed them) 

 
Do students in your classes ever work together on projects? If so, what is your approach 
to and rationale for group work? (e.g., How do you grade...do students get to pick their 
own groups...what about that one student that doesn’t do any work in the group?) 
 
In general, do you feel that your students are adequately prepared for your classes?  
 

If so, do you acknowledge/celebrate that with the students? How do you push 
high-achieving students beyond the “minimum requirements” of assignments? 
 
If not, what is missing? How do you identify and communicate deficiencies to 
students? How do you hold these students to the standards of the course? 
 

Finally, if you had total autonomy in the classes you teach, what is one thing that you 
would change, and one that you would keep… and why? 
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Appendix D: Sample Faculty Development Program Agenda 
 

Gestalt Pedagogy in Career & Technical Education  
Professional Development Workshop 

 
 
7:30 am – Registration & Light Breakfast 
 
8:30 am – 8:45 am: Welcome and Introductions 
 
8:50 am – 9:30 am: Part I - Student needs / learning contexts 

• Situation and Awareness building activities  
• How do these students and their challenges make us feel? 

 
9:35 am – 10:00 am: Part II - Who are you as a teacher? 
 • What do you love/hate about teaching? 
 • What frustrates you? And what brings you joy?  

• Most importantly, how do you feel when you talk about these things? 
 
10:15 am – 11:00 am: Part III – Teacher-Leadership 

• Overview of teacher-leadership 
• Leadership theory overview 

o Power bases 
o Identify participant styles of leadership (using MLQ or others) 

• Personal leadership behaviors 
 
11:05 am – 12:00pm: Part IV - Gestalt 
 • Overview: Philosophy, Psychology, Coaching  

1. Mindfulness/Awareness 
2. Active Experimentation 
3. Process vs. product (‘the now’) 
4. Reflective practice 
5. Holism 

 • Application to teaching & leadership 
 
12:00 pm – 1:00 pm LUNCH (will be provided) 
 
1:00 pm – 1:45 pm: Part V - Courses and Assignments 

• Generative course design; student agency, participatory leadership 
• Project development activity 
• Debrief on who learns what, how different populations respond, what about 

students who don’t get it? 
 
1:50 pm – 2:30 pm: Part VI - Soft Skills Training 
 • Communication Skills 
 • Interpersonal / Group work 
 • Conflict, bullying, respectful discourse/disagreement 
 



TEACHER-AS-LEADER: A GESTALT PEDAGOGICAL APPROACH 169 

2:35 pm – 3:00 pm: Part VII - Formal and Informal Systems 
• Developing and maintaining the personal network 
• Knowing and Using campus resources 
• Extreme cases (case studies) 
 

3:05 pm – 3:45 pm: Debrief & Conclusion 
• Closure activities / putting it all together 
• Cycles of experience 
• Now what? Tips for implementation 

 
3:45 pm – 4:00 pm: Self & Session evaluation 
 

 
 


