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"IN THE BEGINNING, THERE WAS NOTHING. . ." 
 
In 1993,  Nor th Carol ina communi ty  co l lege facul ty  f i rs t  exper ienced a s tatewide,  

profess ional  development  seminar  that  has become known as the North Carol ina 

Great  Teachers Retreat .   Wr i t ten to document  that  seminar ,  th is publ icat ion wi l l  

prov ide some ins ight  to  th is  h ighly  ef fect ive concept  in  facul ty  and staf f  

development  and i ts ongoing impact  upon the qual i ty  of  teaching throughout our  

s tate.  

 

As the current  s tatewide Coordinator ,  I  fee l  a  t remendous need to record the 

growth of  the Great  Teachers Movement  (GTM) as Nor th Caro l ina approaches i ts  

11 t h  annual  ret reat .   The statewide retreat  natura l ly  spawns a var ie ty  of  local ized 

and s ingle-col lege seminars that  are based upon the concepts and pr incip les of  the 

GTM.  As th is  expansion begins,  I  be l ieve i t  is  imperat ive to  understand the people 

and c ircumstances that  have enabled the movement  to  f lour ish and become an 

in tegra l  par t  o f  th is  fasc inat ing,  grassroots approach to profess ional  development .  

 

The GTM is t ru ly  a "grassroots" movement  that  consis ts  of  profess ional  communi ty 

co l lege teachers who wish to improve thei r  teaching and who seek to d iscover  the 

ar t  o f  teaching in  themselves.  There is  no head of f ice,  te lephone, fax,  or  any one 

person in  charge.  I t  belongs to no one, but  yet  to everyone.    

 

In  1993,  the f i rst  Nor th Caro l ina Great  Teachers Retreat  (hereaf ter  referred to as 

the NCGTR) was held at  Camp Kanuga in  Hendersonvi l le ,  Nor th Carol ina.  This  

retreat  was a d i rect  resul t  o f  Dr .  Kathy Mat lock ( then Dean for  Instruct ion at  B lue 

Ridge Community  Col lege)  decid ing to have Blue Ridge Community  Col lege 

sponsor  a retreat  af ter  hear ing David Gottshal l  ( founder  of  the GTM) present  

in format ion about  the GTM at  a nat ional  conference.  

 

Dr .  Mat lock then designated Jul ie  Thompson, Director  of  the Blue Ridge 

Communi ty Col lege Career  Development  Center ,  to  coord inate the event.  Retreats 

were held in  1993 and 1994 wi th no ret reat  held in  1995.  However ,  in  1996 the 3rd 

annual  retreat  was held fo l lowed by retreats in  1997 and 1998.   Ju l ie  le f t  her  

Coordinator 's  posi t ion in  1998 and the responsib i l i t ies of  the retreat  were 

forwarded to me.   Jul ie 's  enthusiasm and understanding of  the ret reat  process 

were essent ia l  in  cont inu ing the ret reat .   I f  i t  were not  for  her  ef for ts ,  the ret reat  

would have vanished.  She remains employed at  Blue Ridge.   Camp Kanuga 

cont inues to be the locat ion where each statewide NCGTR is  held.  



 

Near ing i ts  34 t h  b i r thday as a nat ional  phenomenon,  the GTM is  based ent i re ly  

upon ora l  t rad i t ion.   Whi le  in  Nor th Carol ina our  retreat  is  ca l led a re treat  because 

i t  is  a  3-day event ,  many states,  inc luding Cal i fornia and Hawai i  run 5-day 

seminars ,  thus the dis t inct ion between the two terms.   However ,  in  the 2003 

seminars,  both states conducted 4-day seminars in  order  to  cut  costs .  

 

To fu l ly  understand the North Carol ina ret reat  and i ts  re lat ionship to  the hundreds 

of  o ther  seminars and retreats across Nor th Amer ica and Japan, I  must  include 

ment ion of  the development  of  a  per iod ic  event  known as the Nat ional  Great  

Teachers Leadership Col loquium.  To date,  three such events have occurred in 

Sins inawa,  Wisconsin,  in  1998,  West ,  Texas in  2001 and in  the Kananaskis Region 

(near Banff), Alberta, Canada in  2003.   A l l  events have been open to the GTM 

leadership f rom al l  across the wor ld.   However ,  most at tendees have been f rom 

North Amer ica.   David Got tshal l  has d i rected a l l  these "quintessent ia l "  gather ings.   

Nor th Carol ina wi l l  host  the 4 t h  NGTLQ in June 2005 at  Sal ter  Path,  NC. 

 

The basic  purpose in hold ing such meet ings was to insure that  the GTM would 

cont inue af ter  David 's par t ic ipat ion in  the movement  ceases.   He current ly  serves 

as d i rector  for  about  25 retreats/seminars each year .   One of  those is  our  Nor th 

Carol ina ret reat .   In  fact ,  David has d irected a l l  o f  our  s tatewide retreats to  date 

and is  scheduled for  the 2004 retreat .  

 

"THE NEXT EVOLUTIONARY LINK" 
 
Nor th Caro l ina 's  Great  Teachers Retreat  is  pat terned af ter  and heavi ly  in f luenced 

by David himsel f ,  as he has been the sole d i rector  of  the NCGTR as prev iously  

noted.   As Coordinator ,  one of  my responsibi l i t ies is  to insure that  the spir i t  and 

in tent  of  the GTM cont inues as David or ig inal ly  in tended and as so establ ished in 

Nor th Caro l ina.  

 

I  became Coordinator  by v i r tue of  c i rcumstance.  Having just  exper ienced the 

Nat ional  Great  Teachers Leadership Col loquium in Wisconsin,  I  developed a sheer  

passion for  the basic  precepts of  the GTM.  Af ter  a phone cal l  f rom Jul ie  Thompson 

in  the summer of  1998 announcing her  wi thdrawal  as s tatewide Coordinator ,  I  

humbly accepted those responsib i l i t ies and became the next  l ink in what  wi l l  sure ly 

become a long chain of  GT leadership in  Nor th Carol ina.  



 

"THE REASONS FOR SUCCESS" 
 
The Nat ional  GTM is  d i f ferent  f rom most  convent ional  staf f  development 

organizat ions/movements because i ts  unprecedented and cont inued success is  due 

more to what  has been le f t  out  ra ther  that  what  has been inc luded.  In  other  words,  

emphasiz ing the ideal  that  " less is more,"  the NCGTR is  character ized by the noted 

absence of .  .  .  

● Manuals or  "how to"  handbooks 

● Organizat ional  of f ic ia ls /  organizat ional  s t ructure 

● Phones 

● Headquarters or  nat ional  address 

● Ownership  

● Employees 

● Pol i t ics 

● Inst i tu t ional  or  commerc ia l  in terests  

● Ego involvement in  GTM leadership 

 

As ment ioned ear l ier ,  the GTM occurs at  a grassroots level  amongst  interested 

educators and is kept  a l ive by ora l  t rad i t ion.   The NCGTR is no except ion.   As a 

resul t ,  there is  no bureaucracy present  to  impede the creat ive process that  a l lows 

each ret reat  to  be successful .   True to form, the NCGTR is  run as a f i rs t  person 

seminar ,  focused upon each indiv idual 's  per formance in  h is  or  her  c lassroom.  

There is  just  enough st ructure so that  something can happen,  but  not  so much that  

noth ing happens.   

 

"THE RCC CONNECTION" 
 
Richmond Communi ty Col lege became the "defaul t "  inst i tu t ional  sponsor  of  the 

NCGTR by v i r tue of  my employment therein.   Each NCGTR is run as a se l f -

suppor t ing retreat .   No col lege,  local ,  or  s tate monies underwr i te  any NCGTR.  The 

Col lege does handle the min imal  account ing requi red to deposi t  and pay out  

monies associated wi th ret reat  expenses.   However,  th is  inst i tut ional  involvement 

in  no way impacts the retreat  i tse l f .  



"THE SPIRIT & INTENT OF THE NGTM" 
 
Cross-referenced in  th is  document  is  The Spi r i t  and Intent  of  the Nat ional  Great  

Teachers Movement  wr i t ten by David Got tshal l  in  March 1999.   This  wr i t ing was 

publ ished in  order  for  those who venture into GT leadership to  mainta in a c lear 

p ic ture of  the spi r i t  and in tent  of  the GTM.  I t  a lso marked the observance of  the 

GTM's 30t h  anniversary.   I t  can be found at  the Nat ional  Great  Teachers web s i te  at  

http: / /ngtm.net ,  as wel l  as other  in format ion and documents of  in terest .   

 

"FUTURE GTM GROWTH IN NORTH CAROLINA" 
 
At  the t ime of  th is  update in  September 2003,  two communi ty  co l leges have 

implemented thei r  own profess ional  development act iv i t ies as d i rect  of fshoots of  

the statewide NCGTR.  These inc lude Fayet tev i l le  Technical  Community  Col lege 

(FTCC) in  Fayet tevi l le and Isothermal  Communi ty  Col lege ( ICC) in Spindale.   My 

own col lege (Richmond CC) has scheduled a Great  Col lege Seminar  for  November 

2003 and wi l l  be the second known North Carol ina communi ty col lege to do th is.   

Several  o thers are planned wi th Richmond’s second seminar  s la ted for  March 

2004.   

 

In  September 2000,  ICC assembled the f i rs t  ever  "Great Teaching Retreat"  held at  

Camp Kanuga,  the s i te of  the statewide ret reat .   This  event  ef fect ive ly  combined 

ICC facul ty and adminis trators together  in what  became the search for  great  

teaching at  Isothermal,  examining the in terests  of  both in  the teaching process.   

Shor t ly  thereaf ter ,  FTCC held a s imi lar  event  at  the east  coast  counterpar t  o f  

Kanuga, Tr in i ty  Retreat  Center  in  Sal ter  Path,  Nor th Carol ina.   Both of  these 

events were considered h ighly  successfu l  by those involved.  Both col leges 

p lanned s imi lar  ret reats in  the fa l l  o f  2001.   ICC put  their  ent i re  co l lege facul ty  and 

staf f  through an abbrev iated vers ion of  the Great  Col lege Retreat  in  February 2003 

in  a s ingle week!  

 

In  conclus ion,  the NCGTR has become a much-ant ic ipated annual  event  that  a l lows 

communi ty  co l lege facul ty  a chance to learn f rom each other  and f ind the great  

teachers wi th in themselves.   I t  is  posi t ive,  in t rospect ive,  and intensely  focused on 

teaching methodologies that  work!    
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