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Chapter 3 — Building a Framework for Growth

When students begin to feel safe again—when fear loosens its grip—the next question
becomes: What do we replace it with?

It isn’t enough to remove anxiety; we must build confidence, structure, and purpose in its
place. Over the years, | have developed a comprehensive test approach that helps students
see exams as part of an ongoing learning system, not as one-time events. The framework
connects preparation, in-exam thinking, post-exam reflection, and long-term mastery into a
single continuous loop.

Why Structure Matters

Students don't fail because they are lazy; they fail because they don't yet have a structure for
how to learn effectively in math. Many have worked hard all their lives—but the habits that
served them in high school (memorization, repetition, short-term focus) don’t hold up under
the abstract reasoning and multi-step analysis required in college mathematics.

Structure provides a way forward. It teaches students how to study, how to practice, and how
to recover. It gives their effort direction. When students know what to do each week and why it
matters, motivation becomes sustainable.

The Four Phases of the Exam Experience

e Phase 1 — Preparation: Build trust, study habits, and confidence before the test.

e Phase 2 — Performance: Guide students to navigate the exam strategically and write for
understanding.

e Phase 3 — Reflection: Turn each exam into a learning resource through structured
feedback and guided self-analysis.

e Phase 4 — Sustained Mastery: Keep students engaged and joyful through creative video
solutions and scalable systems for growth.

Each phase connects to the next; together, they transform assessment from an endpoint into
a cycle of learning.

A System Grounded in Empathy



At the heart of this model is empathy—not as sentiment, but as design. When an exam
system acknowledges that students are human beings under pressure, it changes everything
about how we teach and how they respond. Clear structures reduce anxiety. Transparent
grading builds trust. Opportunities for revision and reflection shift the focus from performance
to progress.

| often tell my teaching assistants: “We are not trying to trick students; we are trying to see
what they know.” That single mindset shift opens the door to fairness, consistency, and
humanity in grading and course design. Students sense that, and they rise to meet it.

Growth as the Central Goal

In the traditional model, success is defined by the grade. In my model, success is defined by
growth—by whether a student learns how to learn. Growth means that a student who once
blanked on a problem can now write a thoughtful attempt; that a student who feared office
hours now walks in and asks a question; that a student who once hated math now admits,
quietly, “This is actually kind of interesting.”

This kind of transformation doesn’t happen by accident—it happens through intentional
structure. When we make exams part of a growth system, we create an environment where
every student can improve, not just those who already know how to succeed.

Where We Go Next

The next chapters unpack each phase in detail. I'll show how small design choices—like a
welcome survey, a reflection form, or a short video—can change not only student
performance but also student identity. The goal is not to add more work to teaching, but to
make existing work more meaningful—for students and instructors alike.



