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Welcome Speech to Community – August 2012 

Martine Gauthier, Vanier College Academic Dean 

 

 

Good morning and welcome back! 

As Gilbert mentioned, this year the main focus for the College will be the strategic plan.  This is 
particularly significant for the academic sector because the core of the strategic plan revolves 
around the concept of student success.   

So rather than talk about the academic goals and objectives, which we will post on the website 
in the coming weeks, I am going to use this opportunity to plant a few seeds concerning student 
success… 

Studies indicate that motivation is one of the main factors in student success.1

 

       A motivated 
student is a successful student.     

But the million dollar question is:  How do we “motivate” students?   
 
I’ve been reading a book by Daniel Pink on motivation called Drive.2

 

 Pink describes three very 
basic human desires that drive motivation:  

1) Our desire to direct our own lives; 
2) Our desire to learn and grow; and 
3) Our desire to live a life of purpose.   

Pink links motivation to “self-theories”3

 

 in psychology which are based on the premise that 
“what people believe shapes what people achieve” (p.120).  To make this relevant to our 
students we can rephrase it:  What students believe shapes what students will achieve.   

                                                           
1 For example:  Williams, K. C. and Williams, C. C.  "Five key ingredients for improving student motivation," 
Research in Higher Education Journal, vol. 2011, 2011. 
2 Pink, Daniel H. Drive: The Surprising Truth About What Motivates Us. New York, NY: Riverhead Books, 2009. 
3 Dweck, Carol S. Self-theories:  Their Role in Motivation, Personality and Development.  Philadelphia: Psychology 
Press, 1999.  
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Let’s relate this to student success.  In its simplest form student success can be measured by 
graduation rates.   In this model, a successful student is a graduated student.   It emphasises 
that intelligence is something you demonstrate.4

But what if we look at student success as self-actualization?  Exploring and actualizing their 
human potential.   In this model, the road to graduation becomes a journey of self-discovery.   It 
emphasises that intelligence is something that you can develop.

  The focus for students is on demonstrating 
intelligence by passing courses until he or she accumulates enough courses to complete a 
program and graduate.    In this model, what do students believe?   Graduation is success.  
What do they achieve?  A diploma - if they are lucky.   

5

So how can this translate into reality for Vanier students?   

  The focus for students is on 
developing intelligence through engagement in educationally purposeful activities.  It taps into 
many of the basic human desires necessary for motivation and success that Pink describes.  In 
this model, what do students believe?  Self-actualization and purpose is success.  What do 
students achieve?   A diploma and the life skills needed for their continued success.     

The success as self-actualization model means providing a fertile educational environment to 
enable students to engage in this transformational journey – it means providing opportunities 
for development and creating the conditions that foster self-actualization.   A tall order, indeed.   

But the truth is Vanier already has the foundations for this model.   One of Vanier’s greatest 
strengths is in its diversity.   

Diversity of people and cultures:  Students, staff, languages. We are a multi-cultural, multi-
ethnic, multi-lingual institution.   

Diversity of programs, learning opportunities and student support services: Music, arts, 
international, majors, double DECS, continuing education, and now even a bi-lingual DEC. 

Diversity of extra-curricular activities:  Athletics, clubs, festivals, competitions and so much 
more!       

When you bring this diversity of offerings together, it becomes bigger than all the parts.  It 
synergises and becomes that fertile environment where students can explore their potential, 
build life skills and self-actualize. 

Now all we need to do is capture that synergy and articulate it in our strategic plan…..   

                                                           
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
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Ensuring student success, however, takes one more component:  Student engagement.  Simply 
put - studies show that new students who connect with someone or something are more likely 
to persist and be successful. 6

Now, the student success as graduation model premises that student success and student 
engagement are the responsibility of teachers and students services.  As a teacher, I felt that 
responsibility and it was very, very heavy.    

 

But the student success as self-actualization model premises that student success and student 
engagement are the responsibility of each and every one of us in the education system.  Every 
single encounter a student has in the college, whether it is with support personnel, a 
technician, an advisor, a security guard, a manager, a teacher, or another student, has the 
potential to affect motivation and student success.          

Story about Cindy.  

Cindy (name changed) was a student of mine when I was teaching pre-university 
courses at Northwest Community College in Northern BC.  She was an Aboriginal 
student with an extremely promising future; she was bright, articulate and 
dedicated.  She also had three children.   

When I became the dean of academic programs, Cindy was starting the nursing 
program.  One day, at the beginning of my career as a dean, Cindy was upset and 
crying.  She had her baby with her.  Her partner was unable to pick up the baby 
because the car was broken down and she had an important exam.   Cindy was 
exhausted and at the end of her rope – ready to quit.   

I convinced Cindy to take the exam while I babysat.  I walked up and down the 
administrative hallways with a crying baby for almost three hours.  At one point 
the college president came by and asked me what I was doing.  “Contributing to 
student success,” I explained.   

To make a long story short, Cindy passed the exam that day and in the long run 
graduated with her degree.  And she now has four children!   To thank me, Cindy 
gave me flowers and a carved angel with the words, “Thank you.” I keep it on my 
desk – always.  And when I am stressed and forget why I am doing what I am 

                                                           
6 For example:  George D. Kuh, Ty M. Cruce, Rick Shoup, Jillian Kinzie and Robert M. Gonyea.  Unmasking the 
Effects of Student Engagement on First-Year College Grades and Persistence. The Journal of Higher Education , Vol. 
79, No. 5 (Sep. - Oct., 2008), pp. 540-563 
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doing, I look at the angel and am reminded of how our every encounter with 
students can contribute to their success.        

The concept of student engagement is epitomized by a quote from craftsman Bill Struckland in 
Pink’s book, DRIVE.  Bill said, “The value of a life can be measured by one’s ability to affect the 
destiny of one less advantaged. …”7

And that’s why our roles at the college are so important…we are affecting the destiny of others.  

   

In closing, with the new strategic plan, we have the opportunity to clearly articulate a vision of 
Vanier that builds on our strengths and turns our challenges into goals.  I look forward to 
sharing this transformative journey with you.   

Thank you  

                                                           
7 Full quote found in Pink’s DRIVE, p.140 


