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Spend just a few minutes with MNU Professor of Educa-
tion Sondra Riley Cave and you will quickly realize she 

believes in the possibilities of positive reinforcement and the 
power of a person’s individual strengths. This, she knows, is 
what people need to do their very best, rather than the main-
stream “fix what’s missing” approach.

In fact, that shift in thinking has led Cave, a 1981 MNU 
alumna, to be deeply connected to a revolutionary positive 
psychology movement known as “StrengthsFinder,” adopted 
by organizations worldwide, and now being adopted by  
colleges and universities.  

 The StrengthsFinder concept has become the darling 
of the management industry through a tool known as the 
Clifton Strengths Finder and books such as Now Discover 
Your Strengths and Strengths Quest: Discover and Develop Your 
Strengths in Academics, Career, and Beyond.

The contributions of Sondra Cave to the movement 

were noted in June 2008 when Gallup Inc., publisher of the 
strengths book series, presented Cave with its Strengths Archi-
tect Award. 

“I was absolutely shocked. I had no expectation about 
receiving any award,” Cave says. 

The award recognized Cave’s work with Gallup in helping 
take the strengths concept into higher education under the 
StrengthsQuest label.

Cave has helped write curriculum, developed training 
activities and is a content expert. 

To date, more than 500,000 college students, faculty and 
staff have participated in the StrengthsQuest process.

Here’s the difference: rather than molding people by “fixing 
their deficiencies,” Gallup Inc. research points to a strategy of 
highlighting and leveraging personal strengths. The formula 
is straightforward: talent, multiplied by time spent developing 
skills and knowledge, equals strength. According to Gal-
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lup’s research, people who use their strengths 
every day are six times more likely to lead, to be 
engaged on the job and three times more likely to 
be happier overall.

And while Strengths Quest and First Break All 
The Rules books positioning positive psychology 
as a better way was gaining prominence on the 
national scene, Cave was already familiar with 
its principles. 

 “The old model is deficit remediation educa-
tion,” Cave says. “The new way says here are 
your non-negotiable core competencies. Let’s 
affirm them and celebrate those.”

You see, early on she had discovered in her 
work as a  high school teacher with at-risk stu-
dents in California the “fix what’s missing” mod-
el simply wasn’t effective, and it ran counter to 
the concept of God uniquely equipping each per-
son with specific talents. Because the “strengths” 
concept focused on elevating achievement in the 
workplace, Cave knew the movement would be 
useful for college students,

 “God has already equipped us,” Cave says. 
“I thought we should  refocus the concept and 
definition of what makes a student successful.”

After graduation from MNU, Cave earned her 
M.A. in Educational Curriculum and Supervision 
at Point Loma Nazarene University, San Diego, 
and her doctorate at Azusa Pacific University in 
Educational Leadership: Higher Education.

There she met Edward “Chip” Anderson, 
Ph.D., a professor in Azusa Pacific’s School of 
Education and Behavioral Studies. Anderson 
was well-known for his deep belief in leverag-
ing the God-given strengths of his students. 
Cave noted that Anderson’s years of research 
into student retention showed that identifying 
and using strengths was a more effective path to 
leading successful, productive lives. As a result, 
APU implemented the strengths inventory tool 
throughout its curriculum. 

In fact, her awareness of the StrengthsFinder 
concept was the subject of her doctoral disserta-
tion at Azusa Pacific University, where Chip 
Anderson was a member of Cave’s doctoral 
dissertation committee. Her dissertation exam-
ined the effects of strengths-based education 
on the academic motivation of first-year college 
students.

“I thought ‘let’s start with your non-negotiable 
core components  — your strengths,’” Cave says.

In 2000, Chip Anderson, by then co-author of 
StrengthsQuest, asked Cave to work as a consul-
tant to Gallup, focusing on writing a facilitation 
guide for faculty and staff who wished to apply  
StrengthsFinder concepts on college campuses. 

“Her approach has always been a nice 
balance between taking tried and true 
approaches to student development and 
enhancing those with strengths-based 
concepts,” says Mark Pogue, Gallup vice 
president for higher education.

In 2008 alone, Cave has presented 
training sessions at Southern Methodist, 
Indiana University-Purdue University 
Indianapolis, Calvin College, Kent State 
University, and locally at Kansas City, 
Kan., Community College. In March 
2009 she will be presenting the concept 
on MNU’s campus to local and regional 
Nazarene ministers through the Sullivan 
Center for Innovative Ministry.

Today, Cave also serves as director of MNU’s 
Relicensing Institute, and as director of Freshman 
Seminar. Naturally, Cave makes sure the seminar 
acquaints first-year students with the strengths 
approach — generally quite a deviation from 
their earlier educational experience.

“I  ask my students some central questions,” 
Cave says. “What are your strengths? How can 
you apply them to your MNU experience?” 

A common reply is that they don’t know, 
which sets the foundation for the strengths-
finding exploration. With strengths discovered, 
a more rewarding college experience can be 
mapped out.

She reminds them that asking such questions 
and learning the answers is central to them  
“becoming all that God wants them to be.”

In fact, she says, it’s all right there in Ephesians 
2:10. “For we are God’s workmanship, created in 
Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in 
advance for us to do.”

Cave taught middle school and high school 
from 1986 to 1993, then was appointed director 
of Student Activities/Leadership and Confer-
ences at MNU. She joined MNU’s faculty in 2000.  
Sondra resides in Olathe with her husband, Bob. 
They have two married children, also MNU 
alums, and five grandchildren.

She sees a bright future for the StrengthsFinder 
and StrengthsQuest concepts. Because strengths 
are developed from one’s natural talents, it’s ap-
plicable for not only management and education, 
but in areas such as ministry, mentoring, leader-
ship, even personal relationships.

“We are God’s workmanship, His master-
piece,” Cave says. “So of course he would give us 
the tools, talents, and gifts to do the good things 
he has planned for us.”

“People don’t 
change that much. 
Don’t waste time 
trying to put in what 
was left out. Try to 
draw out what was 
left in. That is hard 
enough.”
– Marcus Buckingham and Curt 

Coffman (Excerpt from First 
Break All the Rules)
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