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A brief history of learning
communities

Program objectives
• Inform audience about current trends in the learning
communities movement
• Encourage audience to consider nonnon-traditional ways that
student affairs functions can be incorporated into learning
communities
• Identify student affairs professionals interested in creating
a “student affairs voice”
voice”in this national movement
• Develop strategies that audience members can use on
their campuses to join existing learning communities
conversations, or begin new ones

Issues affecting current trends in the
learning communities movement
• Emphasis on retention and enrollment
management
• Increased emphasis on collaboration
responding to limited resources
• Undergraduate education reform
• Growth in commuter and nonnon-traditional
populations

Strictly residential
FIGs (Freshman Interest Groups)
Sponsored Learning Communities
65% of residential students in livingliving-learning
experience

•

1930s: Earliest roots: Meiklejohn (Wisconsin), Dewey

•

1960s: alternative education movement: Learning communities were
were
often “counterculture”
counterculture” in both content and pedagogy; Tussman
(Berkeley)

•

1970s: Founding of Evergreen State College in Olympia, Washington
Washington

•

1980s: Counterculture receded; remaining LCs went in two general
directions:
1. Honors colleges (curricular and/or residential)
2. “Theme Housing”
Housing” supported by Residence Life

•

1990s: Resurgence in interest

“ Organizationally and operationally, we
have lost sight of the forest. If
undergraduate education is to be
enhanced, faculty members, joined by
academic and student affairs
administrators must devise ways to
deliver undergraduate education that are
as comprehensive and integrated as the
way students actually learn.
learn.”
Pascarella & Terenzini
Living with Myths (1994)
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“What the research tells us is that a
large part of the impact of college is
determined by the extent and
content of students’
students’interactions with
the major agents of socialization on
campus: faculty members & student
peers.
peers.”
Pascarella & Terenzini
“Living with Myths”
Myths”, Change,
Change, Jan 1994

“Every institution of higher
education should strive to create
learning communities, organized
around specific intellectual themes
or tasks”
“Involvement in Learning”
National Institute of Education (1984)

Learning Communities

Learning Communities

“Learning communities are curricular
structures that link different disciplines
around a common theme or questions.
They give greater coherence to the
curriculum and provide students and
faculty with a vital sense of shared
inquiry.
inquiry.”

“… Small subgroups of students…
students…
characterized by a common sense of
purpose…
purpose… that can be used to build a sense
of group identity, cohesiveness,
cohesiveness, and
uniqueness that encourage continuity and
the integration of diverse curricular and cococurricular experiences.
experiences.”

-Gabelnick (et. al.), 1990

Types of Learning Communities
(Shapiro and Levine, 1999)
•

Paired or clustered courses

•

Cohorts in larger groups

•

TeamTeam-taught courses

•

ResidenceResidence-based programs

•

Others?

Alexander Astin,
Achieving Educational Excellence

Missing in Action:
Student Affairs
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Why isn’
isn’t Student Affairs
at the Table?
• Initiatives often arise out of academic affairs
• Limited understanding of student affairs
objectives and goals
• Student Affairs not viewed as academic or
tied to the academic mission
• Our own inability or unwillingness to leave our
“comfort zone”
zone” or traditional roles

Frankie and Lee’
Lee’s Hints on Insinuating
Yourself into the Conversation

Ways (in addition to residential life) that student
affairs can connect with learning communities
• leadership development
• community service
• recreation (including
wilderness programs)
• clubs and organizations
(especially when linked
with majors)
• coco-curricular activities
(speakers, field trips)
supported by student
affairs

•
•
•

coco-curricular transcript
practical life skills
others?

No conversation currently going on?
Frankie and Lee’
Lee’s hints for starting one

• Broadly: Understand institutional priorities.

• Know your audience and topic.

• More specifically: Educate yourself about existing programs:
how they are structured, who they serve, what concerns exist
about them.

• Identify allies (academic advisors, general studies,
freshman support services, faculty).

• Bring your homework: what other similar programs are. out
there, and how is student affairs part/not part of them?

• Focus on potential benefits: increased recruitment and
retention, increases in student learning, attraction to
underpopulated majors, opportunity for faculty to teach
particularly interested students.

• Offer to help in ways that currently involved staff and faculty
deem fit before making suggestions.
• Volunteer your colleagues (they’
(they’ll forgive you eventually).

• Understand institutional barriers to LC success (faculty
rewards, residence life structures) and research other
institutions’
institutions’responses to these.

• Other suggestions?

• Other suggestions?

Challenges to Student Affairs
and Faculty Collaboration
• Role Stereotyping/Misperception
• Lack of Understanding/Appreciation of distinct/unique
roles of faculty & staff
• Culture and Value Differences
– Language
– Individual & autonomous vs. team building

Frankie and Lee’
Lee’s Agenda
• Find colleagues who share our commitment to
developing a significant student affairs voice in
the learning communities conversation.
• Encourage more dialogue on the topic.
– Develop a national network
– Publish work for those with similar interests

– Iconoclastic & critical vs. harmonizing & mediation

• Reward systems are different, and don’
don’t always
support the development of a learning community.

• Support LC initiatives already going on.
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Learning Communities
Resources
• National Learning Communities Project
-- excellent bibliography
(evergreen.edu
(evergreen.edu//washcenter)
washcenter)

Upcoming Conferences
• AAC& U conferences
(aacuaacu-edu.org)
edu.org)

• Ohio State conference (November, 2002)
(osuhousing.com/conference)
osuhousing.com/conference)

• Bowling Green’
Green’s Residential Learning
Communities Clearinghouse
(bgsu.
clc//rlcch/)
bgsu.edu/colleges/as/
edu/colleges/as/clc
rlcch/)

• National Student Conference on Alternative
Higher Education (New York University),
Oct 1818-20, 2002
(www.alternativetraditions
.org)
(www.alternativetraditions.org)

Recommended Readings
•

Gabelnick, F., MacGregor
Gabelnick,
MacGregor,, J. et.al (1990); Learning communities: Creating
connections among students, faculty & disciplines,; New Directions for
Teaching & Learning,
Learning, #41. San Francisco: Jossey
Jossey--Bass.

•

Levine, J.H. (Ed.). (1999). Learning Communities: New Structures, new
partnerships for learning (No.
(No. 26). Columbia, S.C. University of South Carolina.
Carolina.

•

Schroeder, C.C. (1999). Forging educational partnerships that advance
advance
student learning. In G.S. Blimling & E.J. Whitt (Eds.), Good Practice in Student
Affairs: Principles to Foster Student Learning (pp. 133133-156). San Francisco:
Jossey--Bass.
Jossey

•

Schuh,, J.H., & Whitt, E.J. (1999). Creating successful partnerships between
Schuh
between
academic and student affairs. New Directions for Student Services, 87. San
Francisco: Jossey
Jossey--Bass.

•

Schuh, J.H. (Ed.) (1999). Educational programming and student learning
Schuh,
learning in
college and university residence halls. ACUHO
ACUHO--I monograph.
monograph. Columbus, OH.

•

Shapiro, N.S. & Levine, J.H. (1999). Creating Learning Communities. San
Francisco: Jossey Bass.

For copies of these slides and
additional information:
leewilliams.
leewilliams.edesigns.net
edesigns.net
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