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Communicating High Expectations: Increase 
Student Success, Reduce Teacher Stress
RON KINVILLE
Department of Design and Construction Management

As a student I always looked forward to the first day of 
class. This was my first opportunity to observe my new 
professor, meet my classmates, and try to figure out what 
was expected of me in this class. Considering that I am 
still a student, these first-day-of-class experiences are still 
happening in my life and I have come to appreciate the 
ability of some professors to clearly communicate class 
expectations and help their students be productive early in 
the semester. I have tried to incorporate what I have learned 
from these professors into my classes and give my students 
the best classroom experience I can. This is a summary of 
the things I have observed as I have tried to communicate 
high expectations in an effort to increase student success in 
my classes and reduce my stress as a teacher.

Communication
Any student of communication can tell you how difficult 

it is to express a thought and have that message received 
as it was intended. Different people can hear the same 
message and understand it in totally different ways. I have 
found that this needs to be a primary consideration when 

I attempt to communicate expectations to my students. 
They are going to see my message through their unique 
perspectives. Therefore, it becomes important for me 
to communicate in a way that reduces confusion and 
misunderstanding. My experience has taught me that my 
communication to the students in my classes needs to be:

• Clear—keep the message simple and to the point.

• Understandable—if I use terminology the students 

have not learned yet or do not understand, the 

message will not be effective. 

• Timely—expectations are more productive if they 

are communicated at the beginning of the semester.

• Consistent—I should only establish expectations 

that I am willing to enforce and demonstrate 

through my own example.

• Redundant—use various methods of 

communicating expectations to students to ensure 

that everyone gets the message. For example, 

include them in the course syllabus, display them 

on I-learn, talk about them during the course 
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introduction on the first day of class and perhaps 

include them in an email to the students.

Expectations
Expectations can include such things as requirements 

for class attendance, student participation, adherence to 
dress and grooming standards, commitment to the honor 
code, standards for course deliverables, and so forth. 
Remember, the idea is to establish high expectations. I have 
found that as I have communicated high expectations to 
my students, they have accepted the challenge and risen to 
the occasion.

Students will know when expectations are reasonable or 
not. They will also quickly identify any perceived double 
standard associated with class expectations. Therefore, 
class expectations need to be reasonable and applied 
equally across the entire class. The best way I have found to 
introduce high expectations to my students is to tell them 
why each expectation exists. For example, I have taught in 
the Department of Design and Construction Management 
for eight years. In my classes, no late assignments are ever 
accepted for credit. This is not the case with all professors 
in our department, but I have decided that it will be the 
case for my classes. I do this because there are sometimes, 
within the construction industry, where tardiness forfeits 
opportunity.

If that was the only reason for maintaining my class 
expectation of no late work, it is still a 
valid expectation. However, the benefits 
of this policy are many. In addition to 
demonstrating the importance of being 
punctual with your work, it helps establish 
good time management skills early in 
their college experience (one of my classes 
is a first-semester, freshman class). It 
provides an opportunity to experience 
real deadlines without losing any more 
than some points toward their grade. The 
students soon realize that they are capable 
of completing their deliverables within the 
given time requirements. This expectation 
also reduces stress on the teacher. I do not 
have to worry about which excuses are 
valid for late work and which are not. I 

do not have to calculate penalties for late work or receive 
mountains of late assignments at the end of the semester.

A word about disabilities accommodations. There will 
be times when certain students will need some special 
considerations because of a disability. As teachers, we 
have a responsibility to do all we can to help every student 
succeed. This will require us to use judgement and be 
flexible with any of our high expectations.

Student Success
One of the trademark characteristics of BYU-Idaho is 

the focus on the students and the faculty’s desire to see the 
students succeed. My experience has taught me that my 
students are more successful in my classes when I establish 
and communicate high expectations. I have identified a few 
reasons why I believe this is the case.

When students understand the course expectations early 
in the semester, they have a “road map” to guide them 
through the course. I realize that, in this age of the GPS, 
road maps are not used much anymore, but the benefits 

Communicate in a way 
that reduces confusion and 
misunderstanding.
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of a guide, such as a road map, are still easily understood. 
A map provides a picture of where you are, where you 
want to go and what road you need to take to get there. 
Expectations give the students an understanding of how to 
get from where they are at the beginning of the semester to 
where they want to be at the end of the semester.

Expectations, correctly communicated, also help the 
students feel comfortable with the course and the work 
required for the course. The earlier in the semester that the 
expectations are communicated to the students, the quicker 
they understand what is required of them and the sooner 
they feel comfortable with the class. I know that I do 
much better in my classes when I feel I understand what is 
required of me and how to accomplish those requirements.

I have come to realize that when students understand 
the expectations of their classes and feel comfortable with 
how to accomplish what is required of them, they grow in 
confidence. Their fears of the unknown are replaced with 
belief in themselves and their potential success in the class. 
I believe that this confidence helps to reduce the level of 
anxiety that students often feel as they progress through 
their college careers. 

Another benefit is that the process of communicating 
high expectations to the students reduces the possibility 
of misunderstandings about course policies, course work 
requirements, attendance standards, and so forth. These 
misunderstandings frequently cause unneeded, additional 
work for the student and the teacher and can result in a 
significant level of frustration for both.

Finally, communicating high expectations gives the 

students control of their learning and their educational 
results. They know what they need to do to be successful 
in class and can choose whether they want to take the 
correct steps which will give them the desired result. They 
have the map and they can now select the road they want 
to travel down. The result of this control is that the student 
can take full responsibility for the grade they have earned 
at the end of the semester. It makes it easier to establish the 
connection between choice and accountability.

Teacher Stress

In my earlier example I mentioned some of the benefits 
communicating high expectations can have on teacher 
stress. I don’t believe teaching has to be a high-stress 
occupation. I do believe that sometimes we personally 
contribute to unhealthy levels of personal stress by the way 
we choose to manage our classes. For me, communicating 
high expectations successfully to my students at the 
beginning of the semester has significantly reduced the 
stress I was feeling daily.

One of the things that contributed to lower stress levels 
for me was the reduction of student confusion and the 
resulting debate which would normally accompany such 
confusion. “But I thought you meant this,” is a student 
phrase I do not hear much anymore. It is important to 
note that it took many semesters for me to fine-tune my 
expectations to reduce the student confusion. Every time 
I would encounter a confused student, I would take note 
of what caused the confusion and try to find a way to 
address that cause. This usually meant that I needed to 
create an expectation, clarify an expectation or improve in 
communicating the expectation.

Establishing and communicating high expectations 
can also help to reduce my stress by providing a written 
record by which I can provide consistent class management 
and administration of class policy. It eliminates the need 
for most judgement calls regarding whether to allow 
exceptions which the student may feel entitled to. I can 
remove my opinion from the equation and provide a  
more objective form of decision making. Basically, it 
simplifies class management and makes my role as a 
teacher more enjoyable.

Summary
As a student, I appreciate professors who provide me 

with their expectations early in the semester. I understand 
better what I need to do to be successful in the class and 
maintain a higher level of confidence in my abilities to 
meet the requirements. There is less confusion and there 
is a written document that I can always refer to if any 
questions come up during the semester. As a teacher, I find 
that when I clearly communicate high expectations to my 
students, they rise to the challenge and are more successful 
in the class. At the same time, I am able to manage the class 
more effectively with less stress.  t

They rise to the challenge 
and are more successful.


