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Inspire happens when 
students are excited about 
and engaged in what they 
are learning, inside and 
outside of the classroom.



Remember your favorite 
course in college? 

How would you 
describe it to someone?

What made it so memorable? 



Inspire in the Context of Guided 
Pathways
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Clarify paths to 
student education 
and career goals

Help students 
choose and 
enter a path

Keep 
students 
on a path

Ensure 
students 

are learning



Pillar 2 of the guided pathways 
framework focuses on onboarding 
students into a program of study (not 
just college generally).

Getting students excited about and 
engaged in what they are learning is 
key to successful program onboarding, 
which is key to retaining students and 
helping them complete their program.



Inspire courses are exciting and 
engaging because they…

● Facilitate students’ exploration of interests

● Provide active learning experiences relevant to career goals

● Build a community of learners consisting of other students, 
faculty, and practitioners in a field of interest

● Help students develop a sense of self-efficacy, potential, and 
the confidence to tackle future coursework



Inspire Courses: Four Issues

Course content

Pedagogy

Scheduling

Advising



Why Inspire Matters





An Inspiring Goal:

Every student will take at 
least one well-taught, 
college-level course on a 
topic that interests them 
in their first term.



What courses 

are students in 

our programs 

taking in their 

first term?













Too many students, 
particularly those 
from underserved 
groups, have dropped 
by year 2.
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Inspire is an onboarding and 
retention strategy.
Inspiring experiences that get 
students excited about what 
they are learning give 
students a powerful 
motivation to stay enrolled. 



Putting Inspire into Practice

….at the lecture, assignment, course, and program-level



Teaching that actively 
engages students in 
learning on topics of 
interest is a powerful 
motivator and equalizer



New students are more likely to 

persist and thrive in challenging 

programs like STEM if they can take 

courses in their first term that engage 

them with course material on topics 

of interest through discussions, 

problem-solving, case studies, role 

plays, and other “active learning” 

activities. The benefits for students 

with poor previous education and low 

social capital are especially strong.  



What are your ideas for how you 
could Inspire students?



Principle 1:

Link course content to 
students’ lives.

Helping students make connections between 
their own lives and goals and what they are 
learning in their courses can promote program 
engagement and retention. 



Principle 2:

Link course content to 
programs and careers.

Professors can light students’ fire for learning by 
connecting students’ interests and aspirations 
to academic programs and career goals.



Principle 3:

Invest in structures that 
give faculty the time and 
resources to deliver Inspire
courses.

Administrators, advisors, and staff play a role in 
“lighting the fire” through creating the structural 
and cultural conditions to support inspiring 
teaching and learning.





Findings from 
CCRC’s Evaluation 
of the AACC 
Pathways Project



Hana Lahr: lahr@tc.columbia.edu
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