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PREFACE

Traditions begin with a simple marker, a ceremonial event that speaks to the 
moment and the future. It has been the traditional role of community colleges 
to welcome all who arrive at our doors as seekers not only of job credentials, but 
also wisdom and knowledge.  They come year after year to set personal markers 
for themselves. They are part of a long tradition that is the essential heart of the 
community college experience: namely, personal and intellectual growth. Those 
who commit to the rigors and delights of a community college education leave 
forever changed.

The publication you hold represents a continuation of a newly formed tradition 
at Community College of Denver: that of a last lecture presented by a repre-
sentative from the cohort of retiring faculty members in a given year. The idea 
—  modeled after Carnegie Mellon University’s 2007 “last lecture” delivered by 
Professor Randy Pausch as his farewell address — aims to provide a forum for 
a retiring faculty member to share final reflections. Unlike the Carnegie Mellon 
last lecture, CCD’s gathering is not occasioned by the prospect of an impending 
death, as with Dr. Pausch’s courageous battle with cancer. Rather, the last lecture 
is designed to celebrate all that is lively, invigorating, irreverent, enduring and 
illustrative of the quality and depth of faculty at our community college. More 
than anything else, it is intended as a wellspring for current and future CCD  
faculty, staff, students, alumni and friends to draw intellectual strength and 
encouragement.

In the last lecture that follows, Carol Miller discusses what she ardently believes 
ought to matter most — making a difference — whether it be in life, as an edu-
cator or in society. Drawing from a life of scholarship and inclusion, and her 32 
years of teaching for Community College of Denver, Carol’s final lecture is clearly 
intended to teach and reflect on her time as an educator, and her hopes for the 
future of the college.  

 Everette J. Freeman, Ed.D.
 President, Community College of Denver
 April 22, 2019





Making a Difference
by Carol Miller, Ph.D.
Professor of Business, Marketing & Management

Thank you, Dr. Freeman for your introduction. And thank you all for welcoming 
me to this unique stage. What an incredible opportunity for me to give one final 
lecture to the place I have called home for more than 30 years.

I’d like to share with you a reflection of my life and career and the highlights that 
stick out in my mind as momentous occasions, however small they may have 
seemed at the time. And to offer a few of my hopes for you and CCD as a whole.

Part One. Teaching Is In My DNA
I joined Community College of Denver in September of 1987 and discovered its 
reach by working in several non-academic areas. Eventually in the fall of 1998, 
I taught my first class, but before I ever set foot in a classroom, I knew I wanted 
to be a teacher and that I would be happy teaching for the rest of my career. You 
see, I came for a long line of educators. All my sisters were teachers. My aunts 
were teachers. I am descended from people who liked to share what they knew 
and talked in a way that made people want to listen. 

My father and his mother, my grandmother, would talk for hours at the kitchen 
table and I loved to listen to them; just listen. I was not in their league when I 
was young and could not grasp the meaning or truly appreciate the wisdom  
behind their conversations at the time, but I wanted to join the conversations 
that covered topics about everything and anything. By my early 30s, I took  
the place of my grandmother and joined my father at the table. My father  
was eloquent, he was a gentleman and he was funny. He was well-loved and 
well-respected by our community. 

One of my most memorable memories was the day Barack Obama won the 
presidency. Once my sons and I stopped crying, screaming and hugging, the first 
person I wanted to call was my father; we talked for three hours that night. I was 
moved to hear an 80-year-old black man reflect on something he never thought 
he’d see in his lifetime, and I imagined the stories he could tell about the struggle 
it took to get to this joyous event. 



My dad was a genuine person. Everybody loved him. He spoke in a way that 
made people want to listen. My father inspired me, as did my mother. My 
mother was an incredible force. Although my father had the education and 
imparted wisdom, it was my mother who could move mountains. She paved the 
way for six children to attend college and excel in their chosen professions. She 
took care of my siblings and me and our house while working a full-time job. 
She challenged the status quo and would fight against and question any wrong 
or injustice — a dirty grocery store in a black neighborhood, a teacher who 
grabbed my sister’s arm at a time when teachers could do that. She worked for 
the federal government and filed several grievances that had merit, but due to 
the times, nothing resolved our issues. But, I admired that she stood up for her 
rights, and it is because of her that I too have this fire burning within me to right 
the wrongs. She inspired me then and still does. 

About two years ago, in an ‘ah-ha’ moment, I figured out that I was a unique blend 
of the two of my parents. That was important to me because until that point I had 
not thought of that as my reality. It has guided me throughout my life without me 
even realizing it. 

Likely, the most pivotal time of my life was at the University of Denver. During 
this time

• I met my husband, Michael, on my fourth day at school,
• I met friends that I still have to this day, and
• I learned how to be successful student in a college atmosphere.

This was a change I needed because high school came very easy to me. I am not 
sure I ever needed to study for a test in high school, which really did not prepare 
me well for college. In college, I had to study, really study. I had to learn how to 
take notes. (I am not sure I even had a notebook in high school.)

This all matters because I learned how to study due to the guidance of one  
teacher during my first year who told us what to write down and when to write  
it down. In other courses, I remember looking around at the class and saying  
to myself, “Oh gosh when they write I should be writing.” I learned how to  
compete. I learned I could compete! 



Part Two. Anti-Defamation League Trainings (My First Crack at Teaching)
Facilitating training for the Anti-Defamation League (ADL) was a huge mile-
stone for me because it was the first chance I had to lead in a small-group 
setting. I liked that I received guidance on how to train others and that there was 
specific emphasis on content. I was reading quite a bit on diversity and work-
place issues and our focus was youth of all ages. I learned, we should always start 
with self-perception and how that influences our understanding of diversity. I 
began facilitating diversity workshops with the ADL more than 23 years ago. 
Back then, it was about diversity, not inclusion. Quote: “Tolerance and a melting 
pot.” This was important because this is when I realized my passion for the topic. 

My biggest revelation during this time was how much I loved teaching. The ADL 
prepared me well for my life as a teacher. It also made me aware of how one 
small change could lead to another.  

When I first started teaching, I had to write down everything I was going to say, 
even the jokes. In my actual notes, I’d write, “tell a joke here.” Those jokes were 
the times I could bring more of my personality into the lecture. 

I developed a method to my teaching. I read the material and my lecture consist-
ed of telling students what I read in a way that made sense to them. I remember 
a student once told me, “You are so good I do not need to read the book.” Even 
though he meant it to be a compliment, I realized I had taken on my students’ 
learning as my sole responsibility instead of a making it a shared learning expe-
rience. What I was doing was putting the responsibility for learning on me. 

I started to think about how I could focus my teaching style differently. There I 
went, not leaving well enough alone; I have a knack for that. I wanted to figure 
out how learning could not be about teaching but truly be about student learn-
ing. If I wanted my students to be responsible for their own learning, then what 
would be my role?

I wanted to focus on what it meant to create a learning environment that would 
challenge students to think. It was not enough to remember the material; they 
likely would not be able to remember the material in the long run. I learned that 



I needed to teach them how to gain the skills to become critical thinkers. This 
was part of the process of them taking responsibility for their own learning. 

Not all of this happened overnight for me. How to teach students to become  
critical thinkers came to me during my Ph.D. program. It is not as difficult 
as one might think. Once they read and I lectured, we would apply what they 
learned, either by examining case studies or through games. It was important  
for me to ask them how they know what they know. I could gauge how much 
they were making connections between what they learned by how they  
interpreted the material.

In the big scheme of things, this enabled me to determine if I was making a  
difference. I remember my dean at the time asked me if I made a difference  
and, if so, how did I know? Of course, I pointed to the student’s grades. “Grades 
are not enough,” she said. I left her office and went away to come up with a  
better answer, or at least one she would accept. It took the large part of a  
semester for me to understand how I would know if I was making a difference. 
It was more than passing a test; it was how students applied what they learned. 
It was how they could discuss the subject matter. I wanted students to challenge 
their own thinking. I want students to focus on the way they think. With the 
advent of Google and Siri, students can get all the information they want from 
their phones. I want them to be creative in what they do with the information. It 
has been suggested that tomorrow’s leaders need to be creative and innovative to 
compete.

By the end of that first semester, I was struck most by the fact that the impact I 
made would not be realized immediately by my students — but years from now, 
probably after they left CCD.  

Part Three. My Passions outside the Classroom
My leadership role on CCD’s Faculty Council mattered and was probably my 
single favorite job (other than teaching) because I represented the perspective of 
faculty. It allowed me to challenge the parts of the system that were not work-
ing and explore options for improvements that would make things better at the 
college as a whole. I had a keen sense of shared governance. I learned, it is better 



when it is a win-win for faculty and for the administration. There should never 
be winners and losers. When that happens, everyone loses over time. My favorite 
faculty council project was our role in the 2014 redesign of the college.  

The diversity and inclusion trainings I facilitated for CCD comes in as a very 
close second on my list of favorites. I loved doing the training because it brought 
an awareness of cultural competence and one’s self-reflection on their own bias-
es. This is not to be confused with something we do wrong; everyone has some 
level of bias. But we must be aware of our bias and how those biases (conscious 
or unconscious) can become micro-aggressions. When we don’t recognize our 
biases, we may unintentionally offend or harm others.  Remember, every inter-
action is an opportunity to learn.

I like that we go beyond cultural competences to address equity and the relation-
ship between the two. We examine privilege and the responsibility to use one’s 
privilege in a way that provides advantages for our students. These trainings 
teach us that you cannot have social justice if you are practicing micro-aggres-
sion. How should instructors deal with issues of race and social justice in their 
classrooms? Often faculty are not sure what to do. My goal was to arm faculty 
with the tools to address infractions and to be able to apply those tools on them-
selves when they are the ones who might be behind the micro-aggression. Think 
about the impact of something you said or did might have had on a student. 

At the end of the day, it is not how much privilege one has, nor if you are privi-
leged or not, but rather did you make a difference in someone’s life?

Part Four. What I’d like to See for CCD 
Student Success 
Sometimes our students can overcome any stigma associated with a stereotype 
or micro-aggression without our help and sometimes they need us to remind 
them of the inappropriateness of such comments. Remember our standards need 
to be high for our students. We must challenge our students so they can reach 
their peak potential. We as faculty must hold ourselves to a high standard. Your 
test/assignments should have rigor. Our students will live up to the expectations 
we set for them. 



I really dislike the “deficit model” that we in higher education typically impose 
on students through our terminology, practices, and beliefs. I think we should 
consider how our practices and beliefs unintentionally marginalize individuals 
and groups. Even the word “success” is defined externally for students and is 
most-often based on the norms of the majority. Well-intentioned though we may 
be, until we deeply examine how the culture of higher education can disenfran-
chise and/or harm students by viewing them through a deficit lens, it will be 
difficult to move from superficial activities that reflect our own place of privilege 
to truly being able to bring forth purposeful and long-lasting change. Perhaps it’s 
our own deficits we most need to focus on.

A Culture of Engagement 
Another change I’d like to see at the college is to address the disconnect that 
exist among our co-workers in order to move forward more inclusively. I believe 
we need to begin with an examination of what true engagement means and then 
look at why only some employees fully engage. 

Currently, employees engage locally with their own workplace group or in  
classes, which is understandable because of their connection to immediate 
co-workers and students. I think most would agree that the majority of us value 
the work and mission of the college, and we have a passion for what we do. So, 
if all this is true, then why is there a vast disconnect from the college culture as 
a whole? I’m talking about the dissatisfaction that shows up in climate surveys, 
college-sponsored activities and water-cooler talk.

We’ve been told that “In low-engagement cultures, managers often fail to com-
municate expectations.” I am not sure that’s the problem, I think there is not 
a failure to communicate but rather a problem with how the communication 
happens. There is formal and informal communication happening all the time. 
So, what’s not working?  The reason so many organizations’ well-intentioned 
efforts yield so few positive results is because their solutions have focused on 
systems rather than on the values and culture of the institution. Maybe we need 
to engage in identifying those values and culture. Maybe YOU do because I’m 
not going to be here to do it for you. 



Success Through Diversity
Another change I’d like to see at the college is for the institution to employ a 
more diverse faculty body. This is a big one, for me. I strongly believe that is one 
of the most powerful ways to contribute to the success of our students and of our 
college community. 

We can begin by stopping just talking about it. That strategy really is not 
working. I attended a program a few weeks ago for black male students and met 
some lovely parents. There was one question they had most often. Where are 
the teachers that look like you? It would likely have been the same if there were 
Hispanic parents in the room asking a Hispanic instructor the same question. 
While I applaud the direction we are going in, it is just not enough. Students 
want to see a diverse faculty group in the college they attend because it provides 
them with a perspective of the world they live in. It sends a message of non-in-
clusiveness when they don’t see it. It sends a message about the institution and 
our own ability to succeed. I remember for a long time at DU there were no 
black professors. In my second and third years, two new black faculty joined the 
business department. One was even a black female. I didn’t have either one for  
a teacher, but just having them in the building made me feel more confident  
that I would be successful. It sent the message that someone like me had made 
it, so I could too. Research suggest that all students do better when there is a 
multicultural faculty.

Part Five: What I Wish for CCD
My wish is that discussion and reflection happen around the topics I have  
discussed here today and that people will examine where and how they can 
make a difference. What action will you take? 

Those who know me know I can be preachy or fussy and in my time here today, 
I hope you have taken my comments in the spirit in which I meant them. Thank 
you for that! And if all else fails, I share with others my sense of humor, heck I 
am really funny. I have a big heart and genuinely love what I do and the people I 
do it with. People have called me the heart of CCD. I have the jar to prove it.  
I am not sure I am, but I do know that CCD and the people here are in my heart. 



I know CCD will go on without me once I am no longer here, but my hope is, 
that just as I have grown and flourished throughout my career, so shall CCD 
grow as leaders within this community, and that its faculty and staff directly 
mirror the diversity of those it serves. As CCD continues to improve, I hope the 
values and contributions that were close to my heart and that I held dear evolve 
into something even greater because I was here. 






