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LEARNING COMMUNID¥ERVIEW

Learning communities are a variety of curricular approaches that intentionally link or cluster two or more course
often around an interdisciplinary theme or problem, and enroll a common cohort of students. This represents an
intentional restructizNA y3 2F addzRSydaQ GAYSET ONBRAGEI FyR fSI NJ
and foster connections among students, faculty, and disciplines. At their best, learning communities practice
pedagogies of active engagement and reflectionr&nidential campuses, many learning communities are also
living-learning communities, restructuring the residential environment to build community and integrate academi
work with outof-class experiences.

There is a wide variability in learningpmmunity structure and curricular emphasis, but similar broad intentions
recur in all learning community programs:

e Learning communities aim to foster a sense of community and shared purpose among learners and their
teachers.

e Learning Communities attempd create curricular coherence and connections among courses and ideas,
and to teach skills in meaningful contexts.

e [ SFENYyAYy3 O2YYdzyAGASE FaLANBE G2 RSOSt2L) aldzRSyYy G
as maturing college learners.

e Learnng communities offer a more intensified learning environment by providing more time for students
to develop connections, bbtthrough the classroom learning afforded by taking multiple courses together
and outof-class activities such as study groups jgcbwork, and cecurricular experiences

e Learning communities aspire to become learning communities for the teachers who are involved, using tt
word teacher in its broadest sense because many different individuals on capfiplisime and parttime
faculty members, student life professionals, academic advisers, librarians, and even students themselves
may assume teaching roles in learning communities.

e Learning communities incorporate additionalcorricular features and other elements that take séunds
2dzi 2F GKS OflaaNez2yYo ¢tKSaS OGAGAGASE | NB LIX |
strengthen social ties among students, provide experiential learning opportunities, and broaden the
curricular themes of the academic programs.

Whenlearning communities are created, the initial focus is on the type of curricular structure they will have.
However, an equally important consideration is the learning environment that will be generated through that
structure. Just putting students togethin classes does not, in and of itself, stimulate learning or guarantee a
positive experience of either learning or community. The challenge, therefore, is to take creative advantage of t
learning community structure to capture and intensify the syistic possibilities for meaningful community
building and learning. When appropriately designed, learning communities become spaces to bring together th
theory and practice of student development and diversity, of active inclusive pedagogies, andafvef
assessment.

Adapted from Learning Communities: Reforming Undergraduate Educ&tiothB. L.(2004)
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LEVELS OF INTEGRATION IN LINKED OR CLUSTERED COURSES

Degrees of Curricular Integration Degrees of Teaching Team
Collaboration

A common syllabus for all courses and activities All aspects of the program are jointly planned anc
(requires a pure cohort of students) I developed.
Integrative assignments and projects Assignments and projects are jointly developed,
Assignments, research paper or project jointly graded.
Discussion, integrative seminar
Ontline discussions
Co-curricular activity I Co-curricular events are planned collaboratively
Potlucks, socials
Field trips, conferences away from campus
Oncampus play or exhibit Regular meetings and communication occur
Service learning or community based projects throughout the term.
Lecture or speaker series
Common goals, pedagogicapproaches There is collaborative planning around themes,
Active learning, cooperativeollaborative learning, topics, concepts, and studeréarning outcomes.

student selfassessment, classroom assessment

techniques, some common learning outcomes
There is a collaborative effort to reach out to
students in difficulty.

Some common themes and topics I Calendar, tests, due dates are coordinated.

There is an exchange of syllabi and cursory
communication.

Created by: Jean MacGregor, Will Koolsbergen, and Phyllis van Slyck.
{ 2dz2NOSY blaGA2ylf [SENYyAy3a /2YYdzyAdASa t Nea2aSOG af[ S|

6



FREQUENTLY CITED GOALS OF LEARNING COMMUNITIES

Goals for Students

Improve retention

Increase student learning and achievement

Increase time on task, both in and out of class
Promote active learning and teamwork skills

Develop student leadership

Increase the success rate for undepresented students
Increase entry and completion in certamajors

Goals for Faculty

Increase experimentation within curriculum

Broaden pedagogical repertoire of faculty

Increase faculty engagement with one another

Promote deeper interaction among faculty and students
Promote interaction between junior ansknior faculty
Promote stronger relationships among faculty/student affairs

Goals for
Student Affairs

Promote deeper interaction between student affairs and faculty

Create meaningful opportunities for leadership development

Broaden pedagogical repeite and deeper interaction among student affali
professionals and students

Goals for Curriculum

Increase coherence of general education program

Make curriculum more interdisciplinary

Infuse skills such as writing and speaking across the curriculum
Create more engaging entry points to certain majors

Create coherent linkages for students in a minor

Goals for Institution

Enhance the quality of undergraduate education

Foster a climate of innovation

Increase the sense of community within timestitution

Promote collaboration between faculty, staff, and administration
Promote culture of assessment of learning about student learning

Goals for Community

Increase connection between the academy and the community by buildin
learning communitiesvith service or civic components

Goalsfor Family

Enroll their student in an institution that promotes student success, active
learning, and intellectual engagement




INITIATING AND SUSTAINING LEARNING COMMUNITIES

There are several critical factditsat have proven to promote sustainable learning communities: (MacGregor, 199

Institutional readinessThere must be a critical mass of faculty interested in learning communities, a leaderst
group at the institution supporting the idea of learning conmmties and prepared to support implementation, and
an opening in the curriculum where the learning community program can be foauisedexample in general
education or a firsiyear program.

A collaborative leadership groupSuccessful programs requttee building of strong collaborative leadership
teams. Leadership needs to expand if the program is to be sustained. Working collaboratively across the lines c
departments and status, academic and student affairs, often requires new skills and practices.

Faculty involvement and faculty supparBroad faculty involvement is critical to learning community
programs. Restructuring reward systems to support teaching and innovation is necessary to ensteenong
faculty involvement. Faculty development supp@needed, especially for teataught and tearplanned
programs. Many institutions are underinvesting in faculty development.

Funding and other resourcesinancial support is necessary to obtain administrative support, fund planning

time, get the effortgoing, and eventually sustain the effort, but the scale of financial support varies enormously

from institution to institution. The source of funding may include institutional budgets from a variety of places or
grant funding. Eventually though, grant fund needs to be replaced with institutional funding.

Assessment as a strategy for program developmexidsessment can be a powerful tool for learning
community development, especially if it is used to improve practice. It needs to be a central elemgi¢aréng
community programs.

Commitment.Persistence, patience, and commitment to a long term vision are crucial in sustaining learning
communities. Resilience in the face of periodic setbacks helps maintain the emotional energy to stay with the ef
Personal passion and commitment are they kegredients in most of these programs.




LEARNING COMMUNITY DEVELOPMEMPORTANT CONSIDERATIONS

TARGET STUDENT AUDIENCE and RECRUIWWENTthe student audience we want to involve in our LC effort
first? How will we identify these students? Whlse on the campus can help us with this?

LC MODELS/STRUCTUREE:N the different types of LC models, which ones seem most doable for us?
OWSYSYOSNI GKFG a2YS OF YLMzaSa NYzy + @QFNRSGe 2F [/
than one type.)

THEMESWhat themes if any will provide the focus filve learning community?

COMMUNICATIONVhich faculty members will be involved? How will broad involvement be encouraged? Do thc
who are involved represent leadership on campus? Who will coordinate the effort in the short and long term?

INITIATIVES OBAMPUSWhat are the current initiatives on campus? How might learning communities fit with
initiatives already under way, such as general education reform, student affairs/academic affairs partnerships,
diversity, writing across the curriculum, critithinking, or others? Are any of the members of the learning
community effort connected with these initiatives? Will the learning community be seen as furthering these
initiatives?

IMPLEMENTING THE LEARNING COMMUWR®/needs to be involved with implemteng the learning
community? Which administrative and support service people should be brought together to discuss implement
the learning community? How can key administrators support this effort? Where are the obstacles?

RESOURCHBBShat resources aravailable to support the project? What is a reasonable time frame if outside
funding is needed?

MARKETING4ow will the learning community be promoted and marketed? How will the students be recruited?
What are the appropriate media to use in recruitmem/ho needs to be involved now on our planning team, to
assist in this effort?

INSTITUTIONALIZATIOGMWwW will the learning community effort be institutionalized? Who will lead the {trg
effort in the faculty and in the administration? How will futureograms and teams be selected? How will the
learning community be evaluated?

FEEDBACMKYhat kind of feedback loops can be put in place so that the work is evaluated and improved? What
kinds of mechanisms are there for disseminating efforts within thetingin?

by Jean MacGregor, @irector, National Learning Communities Project and Roberta Matthews, Academic Vice President,
Brooklyn College (CUNY)



KEY QUESTIONS FOR FACULTY

e Consider the UNIQUE nature and benefits of the IN@&agning environment. &lv can faculty, irclass
learning, outof-class experiences, and theme be integrated into community life in order to advance a
departmental goal or support students in a unique manner?

e Start with CLEAR GOALS. What is the purpose of this community2ak/hla¢ learning outcomes (related
02 SYyKFEyOAy3 aidzRSyiGaQ I OFRSYAOZ LISNE2YIFE FyYyR
Develop a SPECIFIC ACTION PLAN FOR THE YEAR that addresses community goals.

e Identify WHO WILL BE INVOLVED and htow will the academic department and faculty engage in
planning and supporting the life of the community? How will faculty and residence life professionals and
student staff work together to ensure success?

e Explore what TYPES OF ACTIVITIES woulielestudents learn. What offampus trips, lectures,
RAaOdzaaA2yas | yRk2N Ol YLJza S@Syida ¢2dzZ R FAG (K.

e How can RESIDENTS PLAY A ROLE IN DESIGNING AND IMPLEMENTING their ideal community? Wh
roles could residents take? Asidents their ideas about the community and events. Empower the students
to take ownership of their community.

ADDITIONAL CONCEPTS TO CONSIDER

Community

e Help students experience the learning community (teachers and students) as a community
e C2 0dza wing to éedrrhlcaddmunityb é
e Consider participation in a wider community, such as civic engagement beyond UWRF.

Collaboration

e Provide opportunities for learning teamwork skills in meaningful social and academic contexts
¢ Allow students to work together ouige the classroom on courdeased and disciplinary projects as well as
on developing and maintaining the community itself.

Linking Theory with Opportunities for Practice

e Look for and leverage opportunities for demonstrating the ability to use conceptslaad AND for
students to make learning their own, through applications and reflection outside the classroom.

Reflective Practice and Synthesis
e / NBI(iS OKIyOSa F¥2N) aGdzRSyida G2 dziAfATS | yR 0NA:
new whole. Harness the community relationships to push students to teach each other.

e Encourage reflection and bringing ideas together within the community through experiences, discussions
trips, and group attendance at speakers and events.

Curricular Canections

e Collaborate with other faculty and Learning Communities to help students integrate ideas across disciplir
e | St L) aGdzRSya RS@OSt2L) a02yySOUSR (y26Ay3e o0& LI
outside the classroom.
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RECRUITING AND SUPPORTING LEARNING COMMUNITY TEACHERS

Nurturing a lively learning community of teachers is essential to the ongoing vitality of a learning community
program. With this in mind, the following recommendations should be considered whenthegraind supporting
learning community teachers:

Building an ongoing inclusive learning community of teachers around issues that matter is an important ¢
of faculty development.

Developing a critical mass of learning community teachers is hecessamguoce the longerm viability of a
program.

Identifying and utilizing existing resources such as a teaching and learning center, the office of institution
planning, and faculty development funds are good strategies to build allies and find resources.

Faculty and staff recruitment needs to be continuous, and someone must be clearly responsible for this t

Building faculty development activities around groups rather than individuals is an effective way
simultaneously to build the larger campus leagcommunity.

Faculty development activities should be used to support current participants and to recruit future learnin
community teachers.

Institutional roles and rewards need to support learning community participation or the effort will remain
fragile.

In addition to faculty, many people can be learning community teachers: student affairs professionals,
librarians, undergraduate and graduate students, even members of the external community.

Building faculty development activities around the coragtices of learning communitiesfostering
community, diversity, active learning, curricular integration, reflection, and assessm&natway to ensure
that learning communities are based on educationally effective approaches.

Investing in curriculunplanning time is crucial, especially for learning communities that involve team
planning or team teaching.

Faculty development efforts change over time; it is important to recognize this.

Building the faculty development program with the faculty aedching staff is always desirable, as is
continuing to assess what works and what is needed.
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FINANCING LEARNING COMMUNITIES

Learning communities need adequate financial support to be strong. Securing funding and administrative supp:
can be challengig when trying to start ambitious, boundacyossing initiatives, but in many cases support can
come from redeploying existing resources.

TYPICAL BUDGET NEEDS OF LEARNING COMMUNITIES:

e Salaries and benefits for learning community teachers

e Peer mentorstipends

e Salaries and benefits for learning community program coordinators

e Clerical support

e Marketing support and promotional materials

e Student recruitment support

e Support for planning time for learning community teachers

e Learning community plannirmgtreats

e Faculty development

e Goods and services and travel support for learning community program participants

e Assessmenévaluation support (staff time, assessment instruments)
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LEARNING COMMUNITY ASSESSNBNET PRACTICES

Assessment should lestablished as a cycle of practices that are internally embedded in all learning
community program activities: initial planning and goal setting, design of curriculum and classroom
practices, overall program implementation, and ongoing improvement aetsviti

Assessment involves informati@nd-feedback processes that should inform and strengthen learning
communities at the classroom and program levels while also providing information about results.

The heart of assessment should be in learning commuthégigsrooms, in the ways students are evaluated
and given feedback and in the ways students are involved in reflecting on their learning and providing
feedback to teaching teams.

At the program level, substantial teams are essential for carrying out r@ssgtssment work.

The assessment endeavor should recruit partners who have expertise in program assessment and evalu
and can bring that expertise as well as credibility and visibility to the effort.

Recognizing that learning community programs armplex and variable, assessment reports should
describe inputs and investments as well as the curricular and pedagogical environment of the learning
community program.

Learning community assessments should capture basic quantitative information aboahtstetention and
academic progress in these programs, but over time they should also describe the student experience ar
the nature of student learning and development that result.

Because learning communities depend on collaborative instructional tdaarsiing community assessment
should focus on the experience of these individuals as well.

Learning community leaders should become more strategic about communicating results, both to legitimi
learning communities and to build wider understandingram.

' 34SaayYSyidQa LReSNI YR 2y3a2Ay3 STFFSOGAOSySaa al
develop around educational reform. These communities can be the seedbeds of insight for ongoing
understanding and improvement of learning commurptactices. Assessment teams should create the
reflective occasions where those involved in learning communities can come together to learn from their
experiences.

The assessment endeavor is successful to the degree that results are both useful anol stsexigthen
learning community programs and deepen their practices.

Learning Communities: Reforming Undergraduate EducesimithB. L.(2004)
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LEARNING COMMUNITY ASSESSNMIENANNING QUESTIONS

Surveying the Landscapnd Linking to Ongoing Activities

1) What is the state of institutional assessment on our campus, and how might we forge productive alliance
with ongoing assessment activities?

2) What information might already be available through ongoing institutional resear@assessment activities,
and how might we obtain it?

3) What institutional data about student or curricular needs can help inform learning community design?

Describing Program Intentions and Design

4) What are the goals for the learning community initiatiy®r students, for those on teaching teams, for the
curriculum and the institution?

5) Who is the student audience the program aims to reach and what is the rationale for targeting that
audience?

6) What kind of curricular and pedagogical environments shouldeaening community have?

7) What kind of collective understanding and responsibility are there for these goals among the teaching tes
and others who support the learning community initiative? If this does not exist, how can we foster it?

8) What specifianvestments is the institution now making in the learning community program?

Clarifying What Evidence is Needed

9) What describable or measurable outcomes would be most appropriate for determining how well the
program is reaching our goaisncluding outcoms for students, teaching teams, curriculum, institution,
and communityindustry partners, if any?

10)Besides ourselves and key learning community leaders, who are the other stakeholders who should rece
information about the initiative and its results? Whagtters to them, and what will count as evidence?

11) What types of information (from teaching teams, from others who support the learning community
program, and from the students themselves) would be most useful to help us understand and strengthen
the progam?

12)What information might be available from assessment activity in the learning communities themselves? +
might we build relationships with teaching teams so that we can obtain such information?

Agreeing on Time Lines and Responsibilities

13)What are themost costeffective and timeeffective strategies for gathering this evidence?

14)What is a realistic time line?

15)Who will be responsible for gathering evidend&®o will be involved in analysis?

16) Do we have the right team to carry out this assessment actiiyh to establish credibility and to shoulder
the work? Who else needs to be drawn into this effort to accomplish these tasks?

Communicating and Using Results

17)What assessment results need to be communicated to whom, and when?

18)How and when should learnimmpmmunity program leaders and teachers share and reflect on assessment
results in order to strengthen thmitiative?

19)How and where should we archive the history of the initiative and the assessment results?
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LEARNING OUTCOMES FRAMEWORK

Promote Academi®evelopment and Success

Living learning communities should provide an intellectually stimulating environment created and sustained by
shared interests, participation and leadership; guided and enriched bypfoelass interaction with faculty and staff.
The setting can provide unique opportunities to pursue academic exploration beyond the classroom.

e What are important academic goals or objectives for your living learning community (goals are
broad/objectives are more specific)

¢ How can these academic goaks &ddressed in your community?

¢ How will you involve the community in developing specific activities that address these academic
goals/objectives?

Promote Social Development and Success

A living learning community should promote student social developraadtfacilitate successful integration into
the University community. Within the context of common interests, students in the community will participate in
structured and unstructured activities that promote positive group identity, cooperation, collalooragadership,
decision making, problem solving, and collective action.

¢ What are important social development goals or objectives for your living learning community?

e How can these social goals be addressed in your community?

¢ How will you involve the comuanmity in developing specific activities that address these social
goals/objectives?

Promote Personal Development and Success

A living learning community should provide an environment that fosters personal growth or positive change in tr
individual. Withn the community, formal and informal interactions with students, faculty, and staff can help each
student to gain and practice intellectual, social and personal skills needed to be successful in the University anc
life after UWRF, to achieve a senséefonging and purpose and to explore personal and professional interests.

e What are important personal development goals or objectives for your community?

e What ideas do you have that address the personal development goals/objectives of your community?

¢ How will you involve the community in developing specific activities that address these personal
development goals?

,2dz Oly lftglea G118 GKAE LXIFYyyAy3a (2 GKS aySEG 8§
outcomes. In other worddyased on the general goal (or more specific objective) what is it that you really want the
student to be able to do? What behavioral change are you hoping to see as a result of the living learning comm
experience. The more measurable the outcomehis,better it is as a direct measure or assessment of the impact
of the community.

' RILIWISR FTNRBY 9f2y | YyAPGSNEAGEQA CIF OdzZf G 1 yRo221 T
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NEW, DEMANDING ROLES
FOR STUDENTS

Active learning situations, likearning
communities require that students assume
a variety of new roles in claggoles in
which they may not be familiar. Active
learning carries with it a set of
expectations about both workload and
accountability to others that might be

quite unfamilia to students.

Discussing these new expectations with
students is essential:

e Students go from listener, observer, and note taker to active discussant, contributor, and problem solver.
e OELISOGLIGA2Yy & 2F &0dzRSy (i aQ Lindetale toBighy Saa F2N Of |
{0dzRSYyiaQ LINS@GA2dzate LINAGIGS LINBaASyO Ay GKS O
many risks.

Attendance, which is usually dictated by personal choice, is now often dictated by community expectatior
Rather ttan competing with peers, students now do collaborative work with them.

¢ Responsibilities and sedefinition having to do with learning independently are transformed into those
associated with learning interdependently.

¢ Instead of assuming that teachersdatexts are the sole sources of authority and knowledge, students find
that they themselves, their peers, and their community (in or out of class) are additional and important
sources of knowledge.

Source: MacGregor, Jolaborative Learning: Shared Inquiry as a Process of Reform (1990)
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