
Faculty learning communities create connections for
isolated teachers, establish networks for those pursuing
pedagogical issues, meet early-career faculty expectations
for community, foster multidisciplinary curricula, and
begin to bring community to higher education.
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Introduction to Faculty Learning
Communities

Milton D. Cox

The growth of any craft depends on shared practice and honest
dialogue among the people who do it. We grow by trial and error,
to be sure—but our willingness to try, and fail, as individuals is
severely limited when we are not supported by a community that
encourages such risks. 

—Palmer, 1998, p. 144

Community is playing an increasing and important role in our classrooms
and institutions, connecting us with our students and colleagues (Cox,
2002). However, this growth has been slow, and there are many obstacles
to implementation (Palmer, 2002). Creating a faculty learning community
program is one approach that engages community in the cause of student
and faculty learning and of transforming our institutions of higher educa-
tion into learning organizations (Cox, 2001).

Community has played an important role in the development of the
United States. Alexis de Tocqueville, visiting the new country in the 1830s
to determine the reasons for the success of democracy, concluded that it was
a result of the social capital—“the ways our lives are made more productive
by social ties” (Putnam, 2000, p. 19)—generated by Americans of all dis-
positions who were very active in forming and participating in local associ-
ations. However, community has faced barriers, as noted by Putnam (2000)
in his findings and concerns about the collapse of small, traditional com-
munities during the last third of the twentieth century. With this all-too-
brief comment about community in U.S. culture, we turn to needs for
community in higher education.
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The isolation of college teachers in the 1920s was reported by Waller
(1932). Even now, “The heart of the crisis in American education is the
lonely work of teachers who often feel disconnected from administrators,
colleagues, and many of their students” (Baker, 1999, p. 95). For example,
in interviews with a random sample of 120 professors regarding their work
as teachers and researchers, Baker and Zey-Ferrell (1984) noted distinct pat-
terns: Research work involved elaborate and strong networks of support and
collaboration, while teaching did not. There were two types of lonely teach-
ers: the splendid isolationists—rugged individualists who were the best
teachers in their department and expressed no need to consult about teach-
ing—and demoralized loners, who consulted with no one because of bitter
disappointments about students and colleagues.

Learning Communities

Boyer (1990) described colleges and universities as learning communities,
which he characterized as purposeful, open, just, disciplined, caring, and
celebrative. In higher education, the term learning community has many
learning coucatT*0.. DuffyollegJiths teach-1984ler g crning coucn c1ad roomsucata002e g os of ng co er g is teach-
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• Build universitywide community through teaching and learning
• Increase faculty interest in undergraduate teaching and learning
• Investigate and incorporate ways that diversity can enhance teaching and

learning
• Nourish the scholarship of teaching and its application to student learn-

ing
• Broaden the evaluation of teaching and the assessment of learning
• Increase faculty collaboration across disciplines
• Encourage reflection about general education and the coherence of learn-

ing across disciplines
• Increase the rewards for and prestige of excellent teaching
• Increase financial support for teaching and learning initiatives
• Create an awareness of the complexity of teaching and learning

FLC Outcomes. Paralleling the student learning community outcomes
listed earlier in this chapter are the following results for Miami University
(MU) faculty in FLCs:

1. Pretenure faculty are at risk for stress-related health problems and not
acquiring tenure (Sorcinelli, 1992). As reasons, they cite a lack of
community, the disconnect between their personal and academic lives,
and incomprehensible tenure systems (Rice, Sorcinelli, and Austin,
2000). However, the pretenure faculty in MU’s Teaching Scholars
Faculty Learning Commmunity shared talk and advice about how to
achieve tenure, reduce stress, and integrate family and academic
worlds. Members of this FLC were tenured at a significantly higher
rate than MU faculty who were not members (Cox, 1995). While one
cannot claim that FLC participation was the reason for obtaining
tenure, it is easy to see that a yearlong, intensive program on teaching,
learning, and community did not harm their chances, a view that has
been expressed by some department chairs in this research-intensive
institution.

2. Faculty in MU’s FLCs move quickly through stages of intellectual
development in the area of teaching and learning (Cox, forthcoming).
For example, many faculty members begin their academic careers as
dualists (Perry, 1970) or in silence (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and
Tarule, 1986), unaware of the scholarship of teaching and knowing
only one way to teach. They see the authorities as experts who make
the teaching evaluation instruments used in their department or divi-
sion. FLC participants encounter and learn to embrace ambiguity
through multidisciplinary perspectives and an increasing awareness of
differing teaching and learning styles.

3. FLCs play an important role in faculty and student development.
MU’s FLC Program has twice (in 1994 and 2003) received Hesburgh
Award recognition as an excellent faculty development program that
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increases undergraduate learning. MU’s FLC model has also been
adapted by other institutions (see Chapters Two and Six).

4. In FLCs, sensitivity to and respect for other points of view, other cul-
tures, and other people are enhanced for both faculty and students. In
assessment of the impact of FLCs on the participants’ faculty devel-
opment outcomes, the reported rating across all FLCs with respect to
“your awareness and understanding of how difference may influence
and enhance teaching and learning” was 7.6 on a scale from 1 (very
weak impact) to 10 (very strong impact) (Cox, 2002). The Faculty
Learning Community on U.S. Cultures Course Development, involv-
ing ten participants designing seven courses, completed the task in
1.5 years, resulting in six courses approved for scheduling. The group
collaborated on strategies for working with chairs and curriculum
committees to get courses approved and offered (Heuberger and oth-
ers, 2003).

5. FLC graduates make more civic contributions than those who have not
been in FLCs. For example, a greater percentage serve as members of
the University Senate, department chairs, and mentors for pretenure
faculty (Cox, 2001).C
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ability “to work productively with others” (3.2); 92 percent reported
an increase in students’ capacity to think for themselves (3.0); and 98
percent reported an increase in students’ “ability to synthesize and inte-
grate information and ideas” (3.1).

2. Respondents reported that they were aware that student learning had
increased because of the successful achievement of existing (62 per-
cent) or new or more (58 percent) learning objectives; better class dis-
cussion or engagement (84 percent); greater student interest (64
percent); better classroom atmosphere or engagement (68 percent);
more positive student evaluation comments (54 percent); and better
papers or other writing assignments (52 percent).

3. Reported approaches that resulted in increased learning (and their aver-



remains constant as faculty come and go, a kind of institutional faculty com-
munity quotient. This implies that two thirds of Miami University faculty
do not find the FLC approach attractive or feasible. This may be due to a
lack of awareness, a greater commitment to individual disciplinary research
and scholarship, a discomfort with or disinterest in working in a commu-
nity, or lack of time to invest in the commitment. Even some of the faculty
members who are working on individual projects join FLCs, because they
find that results can be obtained faster, more efficiently, and with greater
insights when shared with supportive and inventive colleagues in an FLC
(see Chapters Eleven and Twelve).

State and National Dissemination of the FLC Model. In 1999, MU
received a grant from the Ohio Board of Regents to encourage adaptation of
MU’s FLC for junior faculty by Ohio institutions. The Ohio Teaching
Enhancement Program (OTEP) was initiated to accomplish this project
(Cox and Jeep, 2000). By 2001, seven institutions had implemented suc-
cessful variations of such FLCs, and more institutions have joined OTEP
and created FLCs since.

In 2001, following its success in Ohio institutions, MU received a
three-year grant from the Fund for the Improvement of Post-Secondary
Education (FIPSE) to mentor the development of FLCs at five adapting
institutions: Claremont Graduate University and Consortium, Kent State
University, Indiana University–Purdue University Indianapolis, The Ohio
State University, and the University of Notre Dame. In the third year of the
grant, 2003–04, the five institutions have implemented sixty FLCs of thirty-
one different types. Twelve of the FLCs are cohort-based, and forty-eight
are topic-based. Each institution initiated two or three FLCs in its first year
in the program, four to six in the second year, and four to seven in the third
year. As a result of the OTEP and FIPSE project successes, in 2002–03 the
Ohio Learning Network, a state agency, adapted the FLC model to develop
thirty-one FLCs on technology-related topics at thirty-two institutions of
higher education (see Chapter Six). The FIPSE FLC project has spawned a
growing interest in FLCs, and by 2003–04, a wide range of institutions have
established various versions of FLCs (see Table 1.1). These are discussed in
Chapter Two.

Need for FLCs. Why has the FLC model attracted so much interest?
In addition to the needs for community in higher education that were
described earlier in the chapter, recent studies have reconfirmed evidence
of the need for community for graduate students and early-career, midca-
reer, and senior faculty.

Lovitts (2001) argues that student persistence is connected to integra-
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information, and support needed to address these issues (see Chapter
Thirteen).

In higher education, early-career faculty are arguably our most impor-
tant human investment. A working paper of the American Association for
Higher Education (AAHE), Heeding New Voices: Academic Careers for a New
Generation (Rice, Sorcinelli, and Austin, 2000), reported on results of struc-
tured interviews with new faculty and graduate students preparing for fac-
ulty work. They were asked about their hopes and experiences and what
would make a faculty career more resilient and self-renewing. The findings
echoed the results of research done a decade before (Boice, 1992; Sorcinelli,
1992). The situation has not changed much. The study identifies three core,
consistent, and interwoven concerns of prospective and early-career faculty:
lack of a comprehensible tenure system, lack of community, and lack of
integration of their academic and personal lives. The researchers reported:
“Interviewees told us they want to pursue their work in communities where
collaboration is respected and encouraged, where friendships develop
between colleagues within and across departments, and where there is time
and opportunity for interaction and talk about ideas, one’s work, and the
institution” (Rice, Sorcinelli, and Austin, 2000, p. 13). FLCs provide early-
career faculty with opportunities for discussion as well as a community in
which participants can explore together their tenure systems and options
for integrated lives (Cox, 1995).

The AAHE report concludes with ten recommendations for good prac-
tice. The first four deal with establishing a more comprehensible tenure sys-
tem; the next three call for one-on-one mentoring of graduate students and
new faculty by senior faculty and department chairs; and the final three
advocate support for teaching (provide model syllabi, encourage visits to
the teaching center), disciplinary scholarly development, and a balance
between professional and personal life. Remarkably, none of the recom-
mendations speaks directly to forming community, another indication that
higher education is not interested in or equipped to deal with the yearning
expressed so eloquently by our early-career colleagues. The report itself
says, “It’s not that we don’t know what to do, it’s that we don’t do what we
know” (Rice, Sorcinelli, and Austin, 2000, p. 22). While the recommenda-
tions of the report address some of the faculty concerns, the concept of fac-
ulty learning community is not mentioned, and again, the barriers to
community in higher education are exposed.

Is there a need for community among senior and midcareer faculty?
Reporting on her study of midcareer faculty in a Canadian university, Karpiak
(1997) found that one cohort experienced a malaise that included burnout
and a need for renewal and found teaching unrewarding. This group felt iso-
lated and on the periphery. The ten recommendations in this report (Karpiak,
1997) included three that spoke directly to forming community: promote
among faculty a sense that they are involved in a joint enterprise and that
they are members of a team; foster an environment in which colleagues 
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stimulate one another’s intellectual interests and help each other develop and
grow; and develop support networks so that faculty know they are not
alone—sponsored networks, wherein colleagues can offer support to others.
An FLC program that includes an FLC for midcareer and senior faculty can
accomplish these recommendations (see Chapter Twelve).

Qualities Necessary for Community in FLCs. Community is a key
part of an FLC (Cox, 2002). Across institutions, the FLC program directors



2. Openness. In an atmosphere of openness, participants can feel free to share their
thoughts and feelings without fear of retribution.

3. Respect. In order to coalesce as a learning community, members need to feel that
they are valued and respected as people. It is important for the university to
acknowledge their participation by financially supporting community projects and
participation at FLC topic–related conferences.

4. Responsiveness. Members must respond respectfully to one another, and the facili-
tator(s) must respond quickly to the participants. The facilitator should welcome
the expression of concerns and preferences and, when appropriate, share these with
individuals and the entire FLC.

5. Collaboration. The importance of collaboration in consultation and group discussion
on individual members’ projects and on achieving community learning outcomes
hinges on group members’ ability to work with and respond to one another. In addi-
tion to individual projects, joint projects and presentations should be welcomed.

6. Relevance. Learning outcomes are enhanced by relating the subject matter of the FLC
to the participants’ teaching, courses, scholarship, professional interests, and life
experiences. All participants should be encouraged to seek out and share teaching



7. ** Public relations (advertising each FLC, recruiting applicants, and publicizing
FLC activities and accomplishments)

8. ** Financial support and budgets

Connections
9. Community (bonding within; support; safety)

10. ** Partnerships (bridging to and cosponsoring with other programs and units inside
and outside the institution)

11. ** Engagement (serving the broader community: student and faculty organizations,
K–12, statewide, and so on)

Affiliated Participants
12. ** Faculty or administrative partners (for example, mentors, consultants)
13. Student associates (for example, undergraduate peer mentors, teaching assistants,

consultants)

Meetings and Activities
14. Seminars (length, frequency, topics)
15. Retreats (getting away; working and learning together)
16. Conferences (getting away; learning from others)
17. Social amenities and gatherings

Scholarly Process
18. The literature (articles, focus book)
19. Focus courses or projects (syllabus; teaching goals inventory; classroom assessment

techniques; small group instructional diagnosis; pilot; assessment)
20. Individual teaching projects or other projects
21. ** Presentations, both on campus and at conferences (by individual members of the

FLC or the entire group)
22. Course or project miniportfolio (prepared by each FLC member for his or her focus

course or project)
23. Publication (usually in a year after the FLC)
24. The scholarship of teaching and learning

Assessment
25. ** Of faculty or staff development
26. * Of FLC program components
27. ** Of student learning in the classes or projects of FLC participants

Enablers and Rewards
28. ** Reassigned (release) time for participants and the FLC facilitator
29. ** Professional expenses for participants and the FLC facilitator
30. ** Recognition by the provost, deans, department chairs, colleagues
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