it

¥




This is to certify that the
dissertation entitled

THE JOURNEY INTO COMMUNITY: THE PROFESSIONAL
LEARNING COMMUNITY IN ONE COMMUNITY COLLEGE

presented by
David Anthony Sam

has been accepted towards fulfillment
of the requirements for

Ph. D. degreein _Higher, Adult, & Lifelong Ed
|

aj#r professor

Date_June 17, 2002

MSU is an Affirmative Action/Equal Opportunity Institution 012"

o —e—————

— e —



LIBRARY
Michigan State
University

PLACE IN RETURN BOX to remove this checkout from your record.
TO AVOID FINES return on or before date due.
MAY BE RECALLED with earlier due date if requested.

DATE DUE DATE DUE DATE DUE

vak 8% fode

6/01 ¢/CIRC/DateDue.p65-p.15




THE JOURNEY INTO COMMUNITY:
THE PROFESSIONAL LEARNING COMMUNITY IN ONE COMMUNITY
COLLEGE
VOLUME I
By

David Anthony Sam

A DISSERTATION
Submitted to
Michigan State University
in partial fulfillment of the requirements
for the degree of
DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

Department of Fducational Administration

2002



Db]t‘C
organ
comn
know

3<3g

f'!HU\\
memt
or ser
Some
for oy

PlLc

AP



ABSTRACT

THE JOURNLY INTO COMMUNITY: THE PROFESSIONAL LEARNING
COMMUNITY IN ONE COMMUNITY COLLEGE

By
David Anthony Sam

Within the conceptual framework of the Learning Organization, this qualitative case
study explored how faculty members at one Midwestern community college described their
expericnces as participants in several Professional Learning Communities (P1.Cs). The
objective of the study was to assist in understanding how varnious individual, group, and
organizational actions and characteristics may foster or obstruct the development of PLCs in
community colleges. A Professional Learning Community refers to a specific kind of
knowledge community or community of practice which has learning or knowledge creation
as a goal intimatcly connected to the organization’s purpose of teaching and learning. There
follows a categorization of those strategies, actions, and characteristics of individual faculty
members, departments, groups/teams, leaders, and the overall organization that may foster
or serve as barriers to the development of PLCs at that college. The study concludes with
some general conclusions regarding the PLC and organizational change, recommendations

for practitioners who seek to foster PI.Cs, and recommendations for further research into

PLCs.
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PREFACE

When I began this research, conflicts between the ideals of individualism and of
community in American life were a salient topic. As we shall discuss in the literature review,
works such as Bow/ing A1/one by Robert Putnam (2000) were very much in the news, decrying
the loss of community and “civic engagement” in American lifc. To me this seems an
ongoing conversation of two tendencies in our society: a conversation and conflict that has
been one spine throughout American history. My study, focusing on faculty work in the
community college and localized to one specific setting, was intended to add to that larger
conversation.

The events of September 11, 2001 and after have changed the context for this
research as well as for the ongoing interplay between individualism and community in
American life. Individuals in what we supposed to be the most individualistic city—a city
supposedly with no heart—rushed to help each other, and often died in the attempt. In the
past, such threats have brought out the best in individuals and communities, and sometimes
the worst. On and since September 11, we have seen much of the best, and only a little of
the worst. As a nation, we struggle with our historic preference of individualism over
community. And we wonder at the paradox of citizen soldiers surrendering their lives—the
ultimate sacrifice of their individuality—to preserve both their community and its ideal of
individualism. Meanwhile, the new enemy we face has a hierarchic view of the world, sces
the ideal of individualism as satanic, and secks to cover it permanently in veils or with the
soil of the grave.

Although the context and our history have changed, the interplay, conflict, and
conversation between individualism and community will continuc in our story. This research

becomes neither more nor less important as a result. But its color is hued by these larger
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events and this greater struggle. As a result, the journey of individual faculty members into

community may seem smaller than before...or more poignant than ever.
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Beginnings: An Introduction

The August morning was remarkably temperate as I drove into Urban City, turning
off the interstate and onto a moderately busy city street. Just two blocks from the freeway,
the buildings of the Midwest Community College campus stood before me, almost
monolithic in the light tan-gray of formed concrete. I turned twice, then onto a street that
took me towards the multi-level parking garage, where I took the ticket, drove to the third
level, and found a parking spot near a sign that pointed to a walkway. I took a deep breath.
This was a new kind of research, and I hoped I would not embarrass myself too much. I
exited the car, took my rolling rescarch suitcase, and began to stroll through the garage to
the skywalk.

The skywalk hovered above the city street, connecting the garage with one of the
campus buildings. As I strolled through the skywalk, the sun warmed me and also heated the
enclosed air. Several people walking the other way, including a maintenance worker and a
security guard, smiled or said hello. The skywalk led me into the Learning Technology
Center (LTC) and its third of four floors. Computer screens flickered, and the chrome or
painted exposed infrastructure of pipes, cables, lighting, and girders gave what I assumed
was intended to be a “modern and high-tech” look to the facility. Computer workstations in
the hall offered students the opportunity to surf the college web site, explore the campus by
touch screen, or register for classes. I saw one student sitting at a station. In the center of the
building, a stairwell rose to the fourth floor and dropped into the lower levels.

The LTC connected to two other buildings, one due east and one south. I turned
south, following the signs. Doors opened from one building to another, as I navigated the
campus from inside. None of the buildings had windows from the core, where students and

[ walked to the external world; but as I looked through open classroom doors, I could see
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that most classrooms did have windows, opening onto the central courtyard or out into the
city streets. After passing through six buildings, I reached the administrative building where I
was scheduled to meet with Dr. Paula Galligan, the Vice President for Instruction. The
elevator took me to the ground floor, and I walked by her open office door. Being about an
hour early, I passed outside into a central courtyard, a vast expanse of the same concrete,
surrounded by some 14 multi-story buildings. At more or less the center of the courtyard,
several steps led to a sct of bubble glass skylights, around which pennants flew, one saying
“Midwest Community College,” one “A Learning College,” and six listing the principles of
the Learning College, all in the red and gray colors of the college. To the south and west, or
back towards the interstate, there was a tall monolithic tower, at the top a bloc, capital “M.”
It all seemed impersonal, uniform, and institutional. I wondered about the climate for
community within such architecture.

Students seemed not to notice the architecture. Mostly young men and women sat
on steps, stood in groups, or strode quickly across the courtyard. There were the sounds and
sights of a traditional college, with an occasional older student. But it was a Friday morning,.
Most likely, older working students would be in greater numbers on weeknights. I turned
back into the administrative building. It was close to lunchtime, and the door to the Vice
President’s office was now closed. I sat down on a cloth couch, one of many in the center of
the building, arranged as conversation pits. Several students sat on other couches, apparently
waiting appointments with counseling offices or other offices around the periphery.

At noon, the Vice President’s door opened, I stood and entered. The office was
decorated in wood, warm and comfortable, with original paintings and sculpture tastefully
arranged. The Vice President and Assistant Vice President each had an office, and there were

two cubicles in the reception area. Martin Bentley, the assistant to the Vice President,



welcomed me. He stood to a medium height, shook my hand, and said, “Dr. Galligan will be
right with you.” I said my thanks. He telephoned Dr. Galligan, who came out to greet me
herself. “David. Welcome.” She shook my hand. Galligan, in her late fiftics, had a wide smile
and bright eyes behind wire-rim glasses. Her full-length patterned dress and sweater gave me
the impression of an artist’s costume, not the uniform of a corporate VP. We walked into
her office and sat at a round table on which she had provided salads and iced teas for lunch.
As we ate, she asked me to again explain the purpose of my research. From then on, my
experience with the people of Midwest was one of warm welcome and generous

cooperation. And I did find community amid the concrete towers.
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CHAPTER ONE
The Research Problem
We must delight in each other, make others’ conditions our own, rejorce together, mourn together,
labor and suffer together, always having before our eyes our community as members of the same body.

-Jobhn Winthrop, first governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony (1630)

Introduction to the Problem

This study 1is about the journey into community and into learning in community. It is
also about the change in relationship, the change in thinking and being that this journey
requires. It is about how people who have worked in isolation may move toward working in
relation, and how changes in roles and assumptions may be the most fundamental learning
required for a new kind of organization. Finally, it is about how an organization changes to
foster that community and that learning.

Throughout the decade of the 1990s, writers about and leaders of community
colleges have been preaching the merits of the Learning Organigation (Dixon, 1995;
Marquardt, 1996; Senge, 1990a; Watkins & Marsick, 1993), much like their colleagues in
business or other sectors of education. Many have focused on O’Banion’s Learning College
(1996, 1997b). Others have described their college as a Professzonal Iearning Community (P1.C).
Presidents have written about their efforts to drive this change throughout their college
campuses. All call for a new kind of organization—a more democratic one that has the
characternistics of a community, one in which innovation about core technologies and
fundamental and continuous learning of individuals and groups is shared systematically

across the normal boundaries and barriers of the organization. They believe that this



organization as learning community has the best chance to survive, let alone compete
effectively, in the rapidly changing future.

After presidents have spoken, vision statements been written, consultants hired and
heard, planned change efforts designed and implemented, people at the local levels in
organizations have to respond. They may respond with indifference, fear, resistance,
cooperation, excitement, and retirement. They may wait skeptically for this “fad of the year”
to fade away, or they may find hope for a better organizational life and a chance to be better
at reaching and teaching students as a result. However, they respond. Presidents are often
frustrated by how their visions of a new organizational community are made real or even
thwarted. Or they may be pleased and surprised by what the vision for change has become.

Every organizational change is accomplished one person at a time but in relationship
with others. The way faculty and staff attempt to change their ways of working together are
both the method and the goal of the Professional Learning Community. Administrators who
may have depended on their position in the hierarchy and faculty who have depended on
their autonomy and isolation in the classroom are challenged by these visions of a new kind
of organization, challenged to transform the very foundations of what they believe about
organizational life in a college, what they believe about working relationships and
organizational powet. The success or failure of a Professional Learning Community depends
in large part on this transformation.

Observing and understanding how these visions get implemented by real people in
real organizations is vital to seeing if they are more than prescriptive concepts, more than the
wishful thinking of presidents and pundits. This case study will focus on one set of faculty

and administrators in one Midwestern community college attempting to make the concepts



real during one academic year, using techniques from organizational ethnography including

document research, long interviews, and observations.

Rationale for the Study

The Research Problem

Despite a great deal of prescriptive literature on the creation of learning
organizations and of communities of practice /learners, there is remarkably little empirical
research that has been conducted describing actual attempts in any kind of organization to
produce these kinds of communities. Furthermore, there is much literature on management
behavior, but little empirical work describing how managers and subordinates work togeth¢r
to produce a learning organization/community. Finally, many examples exist of prescriptions
for creating the learning organization in a college or university or for creating the “learning
college” in community colleges, but there is very little empirical research on the actual
creation. More of the empirical research on schools as communitics is available in the K-12
education sector, but most is directed at how students and faculty can become a Professional
Learning Community. Very few studies in any sector have focused on the local application
of a planned change effort to create a Professional Learning Community involving

interactions among faculty and with administrators.

Philosophical Orientation

The philosophical orientation I hold and that is reflected in this research is a
constructivist one. At least as it applies to social systems, knowledge is socially constructed.
Reality is plastic, shaped through the interaction of knower and known. What is more, reality

is negotiated and created in and though social relationship. This stance affects both the



choice of method and the research product. An ethnographic method sceks to comprehend
the reality that a social grouping has constructed. The research product itself is constructed
in a social conversation between the researcher and the members of the group being
observed and interviewed, as well as in a conversation of the research within the community
of scholars. While I do not take the extreme view that language is the only reality, language
does shape reality. The language of the researched social group is a key data element. And

the language of the research product is the primary tool of data analysis.

Research Questions

This study explored how a number of faculty members described their experiences as
participants in Professional Learning Communities within one Midwestern community
college. The objective of the study was to assist in understanding how various individual,
group, and organizational actions and characteristics may foster or obstruct the development
of PLCs in community colleges. A Professional Learning Community refers to a specific
kind of knowledge community or community of practice that has learning or knowledge
creation as a goal intimately connected to the organization’s purpose of teaching and
learning (sce page 13 for a fuller definition). The rescarch questions were written to explore
the development of PL.Cs at one community college using the experiences, memories, and
meaning-making of participants in PL.Cs through interviews, observations, and document
analysis.

I began by assuming that PLCs, as I have defined them, did exist within some
colleges in some form(s). From a review of the literature, I developed a comprehensive list
of likely characteristics of a PLC (see Appendix B, page 393). Based on this preliminary

research and scanning, [ selected a site that I believed was likely to manifest PLCs among at



least some faculty groups, that is among those who have become teams of learners
themselves, dedicated to the purpose of improving student learning and thus focused on
teaching practice. I chose a community college that has publicly espoused a vision of
becoming a Learning College and/or Learning Organization in order more effectively to
help students learn. Fundamental to this espousal was a set of strategies involving the
promotion and use of faculty teams, which may or may not have been described by
participants as Professional Learning Communities, but which have as their purpose the
facilitation of student learning. If PL.Cs pervaded the college, I believed that I would see a
thriving culture of experimentation and sharing of practice, an invigorated and self-renewing
culture, a body of faculty energized and challenged by each other, and a richer learning
environment for everyone including and especially the students.

Using tools from organizational ethnography and the learning history, this study
sought to explore how several faculty members at Midwest described their individual and
collective journeys to develop Professional Learning Communities. Three primary questions
guided my research, and the findings for each are presented in a full chapter, as noted below:

1. How are the clements of the Professional Learning Community (PLC) as described
in the literature exhibited in the following:
a. individual faculty member actions and behaviors?
b. faculty group and tcam actions and behaviors?
c. administrator and formal leader actions and behaviors?
d. academic departments actions and characteristics?
e. structures and systems of the larger organization?
f. organizational culture?

g. organizational community? (Chapter Four)






2. How may various individual, group, and organizational actions and characteristics be
fostering the development of PLCs at Midwest? (Chapter Five)
3. How may various individual, group, and organizational actions and characteristics be

serving as barriers to the development of PLCs at Midwest? (Chapter Six)

Significance of the Research Problem

For at least a decade, the scholarship on organizations has demonstrated interest in
workplace learning and workplace community. Meanwhile, this interest has grown
significantly in the literature on higher education in the last five years or so. This study will
contribute to our understanding of the workplace as a site for personal and group learning
and help to illuminate how organizations may change in some basic ways the relationships
and assumptions of employces as they change their visions and operating methods. This
study will contribute to our understanding of the workplace as a site for fulfilling the needs
of community when those needs perhaps are not met elsewhere, and may help explain how
community is created among professionals who have been used to working in relative
isolation. In these ways, the study may contribute to the scholarship on organizational
learning and community.

Leaders of higher education are facing increasing pressure to work within budget
constraints and effectively face increased competition. Presidents launch organizational
planned change efforts with very mixed results. A study of how concepts of the learning
organization and Professional Learning Community are made real by employees may help
practitioners plan better change efforts, ones that are not only more effective from the

organizational point of view, but also more realistic and humane for the employees affected.



Leaders of colleges may discover ways to cooperatively lead change with less manipulation
and exertion of power, the latter perhaps resulting in resistance and backlash.

After years of educational leaders imposing quality and process changes on the
administrative side of the organization, faculty in colleges increasingly find themselves the
subjects of planned change cfforts. As a result of this study, faculty may learn how they can
contribute to their own mutual learning and to a more satisfactory work life through the
building of communities of learners. Faculty and administrators may discover ways that can
improve the sharing of best practices, innovation, and new learning. They may also discover
new ways of learning together within their practice. And administrators and faculty may learn
of new possibilities for role definitions that can liberate them both from the more

destructive aspects of their traditional roles and relationships with each other.

Methodological Approach

Given the nature of this study, I used a qualitatve research design emphasizing in-
depth interviews, review of organizational documentation, and observation as the primary
data collection methods. As devices for additional data collection as well as for member
checking, I made use of individual interviews to follow up on my observations of one
working team, and I used one focus group from another working team after initial data
analysis to clarify and support emerging themes. In addition, I emailed transcripts of every
interview to the participant(s) and asked for any corrections, additions, or further thoughts.
Criteria for the selection of the rescarch site included: 1) a community college that has 2)
expressed a vision or announced a planned change effort to make itself a Learning College,

learning organization or Professional Learning Community and that 3) is within reasonable

10



distance of my home or work. Chapter Three will provide further details on my

methodological approach.

Definitions of Key Terms

Several concepts and terms will be used throughout this study, and it will help to
understand the meanings I have adopted for them, especially given the great deal of
prescriptive literature by scholars and management “gurus” who have used many of the
same terms:

Academic Administrator: A college officer who, or position that supervises and
coordinates academic programs, faculty, and student learning as a central job function. These
may include provosts, academic vice presidents, deans (including associate and assistant
deans), division heads or chairs, and department heads or chairs.

Community: A group of people who live and/or work together over a period of time
and form complex relationships among themselves, thus developing a shared history and a
mutual dependence. Community members define themselves to some extent by their
membership in the community, and recognize others as members or non-members of the
community. In a healthy community, there is recognition of the incompleteness of the
individual, and thus the community is both an expression of that incompleteness and an
attempt to become more complete through the act of reaching beyond the self to other
selves (Peck, 1987). Conflict is not suppressed or denied but used in a creative and
generative way (Kofman & Senge, 1993). Trust exists among community members to the
extent that people can confess weakness and ignorance without retribution or stigma. People
form a community accidentally or intentionally by sharing some important patts of their lives

together over a period of time.
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Community of practice: Self-forming groups of three to thirty people who learn together,
drawn together for both social and professional reasons. They learn from each other, teach
each other, share learning, and test learning on and with cach other over time, thus having a
shared history (see Stewart, 1996). Communities of practice are not formed formally by an
organization, and may be subversive of organizational structures and rules. They are not
responsible to the organization but only to themselves, have no boss, are strictly voluntary,
and are more like professional societies than committees, departments, or teams.
Communities of practice typically have longer lives than those more formal groups. They
have a purpose that is connected to their work or practice and that gives some value to
members and clients, but they do not have a specific agenda. Their purpose involves
learning. They are not gathered merely for fellowship. The work they do belongs
communally to all members. Having a purpose and a shared history of interrelations and
learning, these communities develop a culture based on shared assumptions about the world
and how to interact with the world. While perhaps necessary for organizational learning, they
do not respond to traditional management techniques and may either ignore them or be
destroyed by them (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998b).

Knowledge Community. A knowledge community in business is a group of people
aligned by a common vision and mission of creating and sharing new knowledge in order to
use that knowledge expressly for business purposes. As in a community of practice, the
members of a knowledge community come to trust each other and to share practice even as
they challenge each other’s assumptions in an effort to build and use new knowledge about
practice. Unlike a community of practice, a knowledge community is an intentionally created

community with a formal place in the organization.
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Professional learning community (PLC): A Professional Learning Community refers to a
specific kind of knowledge community or community of practice which has learning or
knowledge creation as a goal intimately connected to the organization’s purpose of teaching
and learning. Members share individual learning on a regular basis, and create shared
learning through their interactions, conversations, and common practice. Learning may be
expressed as one primary goal of the community. Whether announced or not, there is a clear
focus on learning as a process and a product intended for community members individually
and as a group, for the organization as a whole, and for clients of the organization. The new
knowledge created here is about teaching and learning in a K-12 school, a college or
university, or a training department. Like a knowledge community, the Professional Learnigg
Community has a formal place in the school or college organization. As with any
community, the members develop a shared history and mutual dependence. In theory, an
entire organization could be a PLC; but even in an organization that in its entirety is not one,
PLCs may still exist in some variety within.

Not a Community of scholars: A community of scholars refers to the notion that all
researchers and scholars form an intellectual community of scholarship. In this community,
there is a dialectic of debate and discussion that collectively builds knowledge. Every
member of the community contributes to that collective conversation and body of
knowledge by the research being done, through the placing of prior research (literature
review) into a new context, and through the call for new rescarch (implications for further
research) that are standard practice in research articles.

Learning: As a process, learning refers to cognitive and affective changes which occur
as a result of experience, observation, contemplation, or formal or informal efforts to learn.

Learning assumes a before and an after state which are different from each other. As a
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product, learning is that set of affective and cognitive changes which demonstrate the
difference between the before and after states. Fundamental learning or transformative learning
refers to that subset of learning which alters mental nodels and/ or paradigms, that is, those basic
assumptions or underpinnings that serve as a foundation of belief in a culture or an
individual, resulting in changes in meaning structures (Mezirow, 1991). Metalearning is what
Argyris (1992c¢) referred to as double-loop learning, or learning about learning. Here the
fundamental assumptions, mental-models or paradigms are questioned, potentially resulting
in fundamental learning. With any form of fundamental learning, it is assumed that some
behaviors must change.

Organizational learning: The concept that individuals in an organization share the
learning that they have created individually as well as catalyze learning through their
interactions with each other. Organizations obviously are not capable of learning separate
from the individuals who form them. However, organizations can concretize learning in data
banks and manuals or formalize learning through changes in procedure and policy.

The Learning Organtzation (LO): While organizational learning is a descriptive term, the
Learning Organization is a prescriptive term. It refers to the concept put forth by any
number of organization devclopment practitioners and theorists that the healthy and
competitive organization of the future will be an intentional learning community, designing
systems and processes and secking to alter culture and behaviors so that organizational
learning is more likely to occur. There is often a belief that the Learning Organization
regularly secks fundamental learning in order to meet the changing external environment.

The Learning College (1.C.): The prescriptive term created by O’Banion (1996, 1997b) to
refer to an idealized model of the community college in which the needs of learners are at

the core of the organization’s design, structure, practices, and efforts. The Learning College
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is itself a Learning Organization (although not all learning organizations are or have to be
Learning Colleges). Included in O’Banion’s Learning College is a focus on fundamental
learning for students, a concept that learners are partners in learning and not passive vessels,
that learning should be fostered by multiple methods and multiple pathways, that faculty
roles are defined by the needs of learners, and that learning is assessed and documented.
Planned Change Effort: Any intentional initiative to bring about systemwide change in
an organization or a community. This includes organization development through structural,
political, or any other set of altcrations normally initiated by executives or formal leadership,
with an expressed goal of making the organization or community somehow qualitatively

better, more productive, or more likely to survive.

Delimitations and Limitations

Given my focus on process and my desire to describe in depth, this study has been
narrowed to the learning of a small group of faculty and administrators in one community
college. While this may contribute to filling the gap in the literature on organizational
learning and communities of learners, this study does not seek to answer questions of the
effectiveness of the learning organization or Learning College interventions in general or in
particular. However, understanding the processes and perceptions of this one group of
individuals in the larger college community has an inherent fundamental value.

The study has the potential weakness of giving a distorted picture because only a few
small groups identified as exemplary by organizational leaders were studied. But as Maslow
(1971) points out, “If we want to know how fast a human being can run, then it is no use to
average out the speed of a ‘good sample’ of the population; it is far better to collect Olympic

gold medal winners and sce how well they can do” (p. 7). We do not learn what we might
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become by looking at the average of how we are. As is the nature of this kind of research,
participants may have distorted their recollections and experience because of the presence of
the rescarcher, in reaction to the official organizational views and vision, or for political or
personal reasons. No generalizability is sought and applicability is left to the reader in a

particular local setting.
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CHAPTER TWO
Review of the Literature

Chapter Introduction

Organizations like the American community college are under tremendous pressure
to alter structures, work processes, and employee relationships to meet the rapidly changing
external environment and marketplace. As a result, CEOs and other organization leaders
have instituted organization development activities in an attempt to create a learning
organization (LO), onc that adapts and learns continuously and generatively. A key
expectation is that individuals will learn new patterns of thought and behavior, altering
fundamental assumptions and mental models, and further that this learning will be shared
with others, thus becoming organizational learning. Theorists and managers alike
conclude that some form of workplace community or a Professional Learning
Community—a healthy set of relationships among a group of people who work together
regularly—is a necessary (although not sufficient) condition for organizational learning to
regularly occur, and hence for there to be a learning organization. What is largely missing in
the literature is empirical rescarch describing how this kind of organizational learning

community comes to be, and what relationship it has to the executive vision that was

intended as its impetus.

The Community College as “Leaming College”

In most of the literature, the community college is secn as a threatened open system,
in need of fundamental change to make it resilient and adaptable to the changing
environment and marketplace (c.g., Baker III, Dudziak, & Tyler, 1994; Brint & Karabel,
1989; Cohen & Brawer, 1989; Dougherty, 1994). According to critics and defenders alike,

community colleges must change their paradigm of teaching and learning, become more
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learner-centered institutions, reorganize to meet changing economic realities, and face
increased competition from alternative and for-profit ventures. The classroom paradigm
must be changed. These writers seem to agree that all of this requires systemic—not
incremental—change.

These demands on comprehensive community colleges to change in order to meet
the ever increasing challenges of their missions as well as environmental and market forces,
combined with the proclivities of CEOs toward systemic restructuring, have led to a variety
of planned change efforts imposed on these organizations. Many community colleges tried
management by objectives in the 1970s, strategic planning and TQM in the 1980s, and
reengineering in the 1990s. In most cases, the effort failed to live up to the promises made.
Change may have occurred because of the planned change effort, but, as in all social
systems, the actual changes produced have varied significantly from those expected.
Increasingly in such industry publications as Community College Week and Community College
Journal, there are calls for the creation of the community college as learning organization and
Learning College.

Many leaders in the community college movement now believe that applying
organizational development strategies to create the learning organization in the
community college will save the institution from irrelevancy, loss of purpose, or even
death—thus making them more vital organizations for the next century (Gratton, 1993;
Lorenzo & LeCroy, 1994; O'Banion, 1995; O'Banion, 1997a; O'Banion, 1997b). Leaders of
community colleges and writers about them often present the learning organization and the
Learning College as key goals and sets of strategics for this kind of fundamental change.
More and more community colleges are expressing the “learning college” and “learning

organization” in their vision and mission statements and many are trying to implement them.
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Some colleges—including the Dallas Community College District in Texas, Lane
Community College in Eugene, Oregon, and Maricopa Community College in Arizona—
have written vision statements expressing a desire to become a Learning College (O'Banion,

1995, 1996, 1997b).

The Learning Organization

O’Banion (1997b) describes the Learning College as, among other things, a learning
organization in the spirit of Peter Senge.' Senge’s work (Kofman & Senge, 1993; Senge et al.,
1999; Senge, 1990a, 1990b; Senge, Roberts, Ross, Smith, & Kleiner, 1994) has popularized
the notion of the learning organization, but there is a wealth of varied descriptions of what a
learning organization is or should be. Nonetheless, because it is Peter Senge’s The Fifth
Discipline (1990a) that is neatly universally referred to in the literature on community colleges,
we will focus on some key characteristics as described therein, particularly the notion of
workplace community.”

Reg Revans has been credited by some writers with the first mention of the need for
organizations to learn and adapt to their environment in order to survive (Fulmer, Gibbs, &
Keys, 1998; Revans, 1982). One of the earliest proponents of “action learning,” Revans used
his background in physics to try to better organize coalfields in England during the Second
Wortld War. More recently in the 1970s, Argyris and Schon (1996) began to view learning as

an organizational strategy to be promoted. Much of the work of Argyris (1985, 19804,

'O’Banion reminds us that the learning college must be a learning organization, but not every college
that is an LO is a learning college. The learning college shifts from a teacher-centered to a learner- or learning-
centered approach to its core business of facilitating student learning.

2Appendix B beginning on page 393 summarizes organizational characteristics as well as group and
individual behaviors both of these idealized organizations and of “traditional” organizations, as described in the
literature here reviewed.
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1986b, 1990, 1991, 1992a) has been in organizational learning dysfunctions and methods for
self-analyzing the dysfunctioning through “double-loop” or sclf-reflective learning.

That organizations somehow learn has been a notion discussed at some length at
least since the 1960s. However, the concept of the “learning organization” or “learning
company” (Pedler, Boydell, & Burgoyne, 1989; Pedler, Burgoyne, & Boydell, 1991) has
grown popular in the business press as well as in journals on higher education and other
types of organizations mainly since the late 1980s, with Senge’s work gaining the most
prominence, especially after publication of The Fifth Discipline in 1990. Combined with more
recent research and theorization about “knowledge work,” the general trend has been
toward a recognition that learning has to be shared from person to person, organizational
department to department, and system to system, else innovation and adaptation will not
move usefully beyond their initiators.

Another common thread in much of the literature on the LO has been the
conclusion that traditional hierarchies and power structures, many organizational control
systems, and the divisions between work units and systems are all dysfunctional, especially in
terms of organizational learning. In turn, theorists recommend not just a flatter organization,
but a radical reformation of organizations toward a more democratic community of
members, simply because the kind of resiliency and adaptability that is the desired outcome
of learning organizations cannot be mandated or controlled, only encouraged, facilitated and
rewarded.

Senge, in a number of his writings, speaks of “enrollment” of organizational
members (1990a), of “communitics of commitment” in the workplace (Kofman & Senge,
1993), of “shared vision” co-created by the organizational community (Senge, 1990a, 1992;

Senge et al., 1994; Senge et al,, 1999), and of “learning communities” in the organization
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(Senge, 1995, 1997). In sum, he describes a workplace wherein leaders are catalysts and
preachers of a commonly-created purpose that drives the organization forward even while its
systems and people operate increasingly as free agents. In fact, Senge (1997) says there really
1s “no such thing” (p. 17) as a learning organization, that the LO is really an ideal to be
aspired for and a vision to work toward:

A learning organization must be grounded in a culture based on transcendent

human values of love, wonder, humility, and compassion; a set of practices

for generative conversation and coordinated action; and a capacity to see and

work with the flow of life as a system. (p.17)

Referring to the kind of transformative learning that Mezirow (1991) describes,
Senge acknowledges its difficulty for us. “Learning is dangerous,” he says (1997, p. 18). That
is why spiritual disciplines that seek personal transformative learning do so in communities
of mutual challenge and support. “Only with the support, insight, and fellowship of a
community can we face the dangers of learning meaningful things” (Senge, 1997, p. 18).
Thus, the only real leadership in these learning communities is shared leadership through
“communities of leaders” (Senge et al., 1999, p. 565) who have adopted the role of servant
leaders (Greenleaf, 1977; Senge, 1997). Presumably then, if we were to see an organization
that was becoming an LO, we would see an organization which is made up of communities
of learners sharing practice and leadership. Daly (1998) describes such communities of
learners in an LO as places of mutual influence rather than control, places of mutual
commitment to “sustainable results and change” which “support creativity, collective
learning, and generative growth” (p. 64).
Schein (1993a, 1994, 1996a, 1996b), working with Senge and others at MIT’s Center

for Organizational Learning, has written in depth about those barriers that prevent
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otganizational learning because of differing internal organizational cultures. Specifically, he
describes the vastly different organizational subcultures and the underlying assumptions held
by CEOs and what he calls “operators” (those who make do to get things done) and
“engineers” (the designers and protectors of technology who believe that systems can be
designed to prevent human errors). Particularly interesting has been his work on
brainwashing and the use of coercion to bring about organizational learning and change
(Schein, 1996a). Schein questions whether the “generative learning” that Senge and others
advocate as an outcome of the LO can come about without coercive management
intervention:
These are not easy questions to answer, but it is time we looked at
organizational learning realistically and accepted the fact that for most
members of the organization the choice between holding onto their prior
beliefs and learning new beliefs, values, concepts, and behaviors is often not
a choice at all. Not to learn means loss of job or career advancement.
Learning therefore is a coercive persuasion process whether we admit it or
not. (Schein, 1996a)
Hence, the paradox that Gorbachev faced in the last years of the Soviet Union: How do you,
in effect, order people to be free to change (sec Bolman & Deal, 1991)? For our purposes
here, how do managers foster a gencrative Professional Learning Community in an
organization when that is not the cultural norm? Or is this simply another device of
management control?
Watkins and Marsick (1993) see organizational learning as a “metaphor for
understanding how systems change” (p. 262). Organizations may learn only through

individuals but that learning is socially constructed (see Berger & Luckmann, 1966) and
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collaboratively created and shared. For them, the learning organization is a strategy for
organizational change, or better yet, organizational learning is organizational change in that
people learn how to reconceive the organization, how individuals and subsystems should
relate to each other, and how work may be done within it. Democracy is therefore practical
as well as moral. Ideas and knowledge, lcarning and creating are not the domain of any one
group of employees. An adaptive organization recognizes learning as belonging to all
employees and all systems or departments. Learning must span these departments and
systems and not be contained within any portion of the organization if the organization is to
make use of new learning in a timely way. Teams, then, are the vehicle for this
transformation as well as a goal or outcome of it. But not just any kind of team. Team
members may work together in isolation of the rest of the organization. Teams may also do
their work without generative learning. The kind of “synergistic” and “integrated” learning
that Watkins and Marsick describe questions fundamental assumptions and mental models.
Further, the learning the team does is integrated and synergistic beyond the team and its
members with other teams and parts of the organization as well. Indeed, this learning and
these teams are connected beyond the organization to the external communities of which
the organization and its members are a part.
For Watkins and Marsick (1996a), the learning organization implies systemwide

organizational change:

An organization of people who learn is not a learning organization per se. A

learning organization must capture, share, and use knowledge so its members

can work together to change the way the organization responds to

challenges. Pcople must question the old, socially constructed and maintained

ways of thinking. Learning must take place and be supported in teams and
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larger groups, where individuals can mutually create new knowledge.
Moreover, the process must be continuous because becoming a learning
organization is a never-ending journcy. (p.4)
Learning must be transformative, at the individual, the small group or tecam, and the
organizational level, else we do not truly have a learning organizaton. This learning is
incorporated into systems, processes, procedures, and the culture of the organization
(Watkins & Marsick, 1996a).

Dixon (1995) concludes that “learning in community” is a trait necessary for
organizational survival and a benefit gained by the learning organization. Using literature on
collaborative learning and social constructionist theory, Dixon argues that individuals need
to have the safety of a trusting community in order to be able to have ideas and beliefs
challenged in such a way that defensiveness is given up in favor of critical analysis and
reflection. Colleagues in community can assist each other either in validating their ideas or in
producing a cognitive dissonance, which can lead to fundamental learning. Managers who
make the transition to being a leader of learners in community must give up a traditional role
that they have found comfort in, and thus experience a loss that must be mourned.
Managers also experience new hope and a vision of what their role could become and what
the organization might look like. Having a community of learners or a Professional Learning
Community can ease this transition. Furthermore, in equivocal situations where there are no
clear data and a long time between action and results, the only way to test conclusions and
make new learning is in a collaborative and trusting relation where those conclusions and
that new learning are challenged by colleagues. Without this cooperative confrontation, the
fallacies of individual reasoning go unchecked and development is slowed or prevented. And

during the transition time when developmental learning—*“the reorganization of the self in
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relation to the world” (Dixon, 1995, p. 110)—is possible only because one’s fundamental
assumptions are under doubt, the collaborative support of colleagues encourages the
individual to pass through the discomfort to a new frame of understanding. In other words,

for Dixon (1995), learning in complexity is of necessity learning in community.

Community Building and Organizational Community
Recently there has been a growth in literature calling for greater community in the

highly individualistic culture of the United States (Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler, &
Tipton, 1985; Etzioni, 1993; Etzioni, 1995; Magaziner, 1995). Bellah et al have empirically
described a society wherein individualism has been celebrated and lived to such an extent
that it is harmful to joint efforts, to community life, and to individual health. They take their
book title, Habits of the Heart, from a phrase by De Tocqueville, who wondered at the
American spirit of individualism and the willingness to cooperate for the common good.
Putnam (1995, 2000) has joined with others in lamenting the loss of “civic engagement” and
“social capital” as the emphasis on individualism has grown. Fewer people joined voluntarily
together, even bowling alone rather than in organized leagues, resulting in a loss of “social
capital.” Social capital includes “features of social organization such as networks, norms, and
social trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit” (Putnam, 1995,
p- 66). In an interview, Putnam speculated on the implications of this development for
higher education:

Americans are in the midst of a transformation that is privileging nonplace-

based connections over place-based connections. This is playing out within

the academic community as well, and it means that the average faculty

member’s ties to colleagues around the country and around the world are
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getting closer, while ties to colleagues in the next building or across the hall
are weakening. It’s harder and harder to fill faculty clubs.

This erosion of social capital on our campuses has serious
consequences for university life. Deans can’t order people around; they
depend on the faculty’s sense of campus citizenship. When that citizenship
weakens, it becomes harder and harder to get on with the important tasks of
the campus. ... Without connections, it’s not just that people don’t feel warm
and cuddly toward one another. It’s that our schools don’t work as well.. ..
So, while I can’t give you five easy steps to rebuilding community on our
campuses, I can say that recognizing the character of the problem is the place
to begin. (Edgerton, 1995)

Putnam argues, “Life is easier in a community blessed with a substanual stock of social
capital.” These “networks of civic engagement foster” trust, collaboration, communication,
and collective action. In this web of reciprocity, “incentives for opportunism are reduced.”
He sees these “dense networks” as embodying “past successes at collaboration, which can
serve as a cultural template for future collaboration,” “developing the ‘I’ into the ‘we™
(Putnam, 1995 p. 67), viewing community as a collection of “Thous,” much as Kofman and
Senge (1993) do, as we will discuss below.

This isolation from community due to excessive individualism seems to describe
much of the faculty life, wherein individual faculty members largely continue a tradition of
the single “sage on the stage” in the “island” classroom. Team teaching often means two
faculty members before a class but at different times, and talk about teaching and learning is

relegated to complaints about students. Others call for increased community on increasingly

26



diverse and divergent campuses, divided by curriculum, department, politics, race and gender

(Gabelnick, MacGregor, Matthews, & Smith, 1990).

Peck (1987, 1993) has echoed this call for community in a society of individualists,

and has described a typology or progression of stages for the growth of community:

1.

Pseudocommunity: The group “fakes” real community by avoiding
disagreement, fostering courtesy over honesty, and denying individual
differences. The hallmark of this stage is conflict-avoidance. When thesc
differences are not just permitted but encouraged, the group “almost
immediately moves” to . . .

Chaos: People try to “heal” each other and the conflicts that have arisen
through “converting” each other. In the words of Bohm (Bohm, 1996;
Bohm, Factor, & Garrett, 1991), debate predominates over dialogue. Because
this stage feels like a descent into chaos, some individuals abandon the effort
and leave the group. If enough do, the group ceases to exist as a group.
Another choice is what Peck calls “organization,” which is not community
but does function. The other choice is . . .

Emptiness: This crucial stage is where people empty themselves of the barriers
to real community—assumptions, motives, and emotions. Similar to Bohm’s
“Suspension,” this stage enables real listening to begin because people have
stopped trying to convert the other, have abandoned the need to control.
Individuals feel great pain here, and Peck likens it to a kind of death. As with
Bohm, Peck believes that only with this kind of emptiness can we feel the

need for the others. Bohm says we experience an incompleteness that cannot
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be filled, a kind of existential pain. According to Peck (1987), “when its death
has been completed, open and empty, the group enters. .. ” (p. 103)
4. Community: When people stop trying to heal and convert, suddenly healing
and conversion just happen. Joined around a common vision or task, a
community coalesces. However, community is not easier than the lack of it.
Unlike in pseudocommunity, community members feel greater pain and
greater joy because differences are made visible, and struggle is open. But the
differences and struggle are directed at the community vision or purpose.
Individuals have abandoned their “skilled incompetence” (Argyris, 1986b) in
favor of real communication.
In real community, there is shared history (Bellah et al., 1985), mutual dependence, and
commitment toward a common vision or purpose.
Writers on “dialogue” (Bohm et al., 1991; Brown, 1995; Isaacs, 1994a; Isaacs, 1994b;
Isaacs, 1993; Schein, 1993b), the process developed by David Bohm and made use of
regularly by LO facilitators like Isaacs (1999, 1994c), describe a similar progression through
the dialogue process. (Pseudocommunity exists prior to the dialogue session.)
- Instability of the Container more or less equals Pecks’ Chaos.
- Instability in the Container is Pecks’ Emptiness
- Inquiry in the Container is the beginning of Community
- Creativity 1n the Container is the fruit of Community
Tannen (1998) describes community as “a blend of connections and authority” and
believes that the United States is “losing both” in becoming an “argument culture” (p. 24).
Echoing Senge, she sees this development as resulting from dualist thinking that encourages

debate in all circumstances. She argues that dialogue in community is superior under any
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circumstances wherein you have to live with the “opposition” after the dust clears. Tannen
refers to Etzioni’s “rules of engagement” which provide a way to have disagreement through
dialogue with “opponents” who are in reality part of the same community (Etzioni, 1996).

Ryan (1994, 1995a, 1995b) advocates “learning in community” as one solution to the
“fragmented thinking” (p. 85) that not only reduces the effectiveness of organizations but of
society itself, thus echoing writings by Senge (Kofman & Senge, 1993; Senge, 1995, 1997).
Learning communities may arise when there is sufficient “curiosity, commitment, and . . .
desire to act collaboratively with a spirit of experimentation" (Ryan, 1995a, p. 86). Ryan
(1996a) emphasizes personal choice as a key ingredient of learning in community:

Members of a learning community are rarely paid to show up; they are there
because of curiosity and a commitment to create something they care about.
Learning community members are connected by matters of the heart as well
as the mind; they share a desire for learning, not an obligation. (p. 86)

In a learning community, leadership is shared, and managers foster an atmosphere of
trust, collaboration, and patience with not-knowing that is crucial to real learning being
shared and co-created. Ryan echoes Peck in believing that “emptiness” is a critical stage in
the process of developing the learning community, and maintains that managers must
acknowledge it as a fact without jumping in to save the day with managerial solutions, thus
aborting the development of community as well as preventing real systems thinking.
Managers in a learning community are, therefore, facilitators and “guides” rather than
aggressive deciders and doers. For Ryan (1995a):

The experience of giving voice to what needs to be said, and seeing what has
always been there, is the experience of learning in community. . . . Learning

communities are a place of truth seeking and speaking without fear of
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reprisal or judgment. They are a place where curiosity reigns over knowing
and a place where experimentation is welcome. Developing the capacity to
live with 'not knowing' when it naturally arises, to be in relationship with
oneself, and to be reflective more often than defensive provides the leverage
for learning. (p. 93)
This profound vision reflects Kofman and Senge (1995) who speak rather poetically
of the LO as a new kind of organizational community:
We believe a lcarning organization must be grounded in three foundations:
(1) a culture based on transcendent human values of love, wonder, humility,
and compassion; (2) a set of practices for generative conversation and
coordinated action; and (3) a capacity to see and work with the flow of life as
a system. . . . In learning organizations, cultural norms defy our business
tradition. Acceptance of the others as a legitimate being—a Thou—(our
meaning of love), replaces the traditional will to homogeneity. (p. 32)

In this deep community of “Thous,” there is “collective leadership” rather than a hierarchy.

In fact, the heroic model of leadership is destructive, creating a dependency that is neither

healthy nor productive, as it reinforces crisis management.

Other writers have studied community and community building in an organizational
setting, mostly as an intervention or a prescription (Brown, 1991; Gozdz, 1995a; Nirenberg,
1995). Some like Brown et al (1994) see competitive advantage in forming workplace
communities as part of the development of the LO. Some like Nirenberg (1995) approach it
from a democratic and moral agenda, believing that in a free society it is contradictory and
fundamentally unhealthy that we accept a “master-slave” relationship in our workplaces.

Others, like Gozdz (1995c), combine the moral imperative with the practical in believing that
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organizations must become more adaptive learning organizations and that this leads to a
“paradigm of wholeness” that cannot exclude relationships among organization members.
Ergo, workplace community is one shift in the consciousness from fragmentation toward
wholeness.

Brown et al (1994) define six “core processes” in the development of a Professional
Learning Community: Capability or the skills, knowledge and abilities needed to learn and be
together; Mutual commitment to each other and to the shared goals of the learning community;
Complex: contribution, or the recognition and reward of people’s abilities to work beyond the
narrow job description and volunteer more than their presence; Continuity through system
designs that store organizational memory; Collaboration through mutual trust, shared
information systems, and webs of relationship; Conscience through shared vision and values.
Even here there is a moral charge toward democracy as a key value in organizational life.

Again, there is little in the way of empirical research that describes community-
building efforts in organizations. And while there is much prescriptive literature for
managers and leaders to read on their presumptive role in building community (e.g., Block,
1993; Gozdz, 1995a), there is little if any descriptive study on the effects of this
management-led community building.

Writers on higher education have focused on the need for greater community among
students, faculty, and staff on the campus (Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of
Teaching, 1990; Spitzberg Jr. & Thorndike, 1992). These have tended to focus on issues of
diversity and political differences, and have as often as not been prescriptive and visionary
rather than empirical. More relevant here have been writers who spoke to the need to end
the loneliness or “pedagogical solitude” (Shulman, 1993) of solitary faculty teaching in island

classrooms, divided by discipline, department, and tradition, and silent with other faculty on
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the challenges and possibilities of teaching (Palmer, 1992, 1993). Shulman (1993) notes the
irony that this experience of isolation does not occur while doing research where there is a
long tradition of joint scholarship and of scholarly conversations in the “community of
scholars,” but rather in the classroom. In order for teaching to be as valued in academe as
research, teaching must become “community property” (p. 6) just as scholarship is. Shulman
believes that teaching must be the responsibility of disciplines, not of individuals, and not of
nondisciplinary college-wide teaching centers. The professional community of the discipline
must take ownership through exercising quality control and judgment over teaching in that
discipline. Just like scholarship, teaching must be documented and evaluated by peers. In this
way, the discipline forms a professional community that focuses on teaching in the rigorous
and public ways that it has on research (Shulman, 1993).

In fact, Palmer (1997) believes that without the safety and trust that comes from real
community, teachers cannot share their truths and experiences about teaching, cannot share
their deep practice. And without this sharing, teaching becomes sterile and false,
disconnected from the inner expericnce of the teacher or the students. Palmer (1993)
believes that, “unlike many other professionals, [faculty] lack the continuing conversation
with colleagues that could help us grow more fully into the demands of the teacher’s craft”
(p- 8). While there are writers and “experts” on learning and teaching, what is missing is the
opportunity to share the “deep reservoir of insight” (p. 8) held by other faculty.

This privatization of teaching may originate in some misguided concept of
academic freedom but it persists, I believe, because faculty choose it as a
mode of self-protection against scrutiny and evaluation. Ironically, this choice
of isolation leads to some of the deepest dissatisfactions in academic life . . .

the “pain of disconnection. . . .” (Palmer, 1993, p. 8)
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Without a “community of discourse” on teaching and learning, it 1s difficult to properly
evaluate teaching, and difficult to systematically improve teaching and learning in the
institution. Palmer (1993) describes three necessary ingredients in creating such a
community:

. . . leaders who expect and invite conversation, /opzcs of conversation that can

take us beyond technique, and ground rules that keep us from defeating

ourselves before our conversation begins. (Emphasis in original, p. 8)

Palmer argues that academic leaders (presidents, provosts, deans, department chairs)
must not try to coerce conversation—which will fail. However, these leaders can and must
lead by expectation and by invitation to use their academic and personal freedom to choose
to join these professional conversations about practice. “The most powerful kind of
leadership is to offer people pathways and permissions to do things they want to do but feel
unable to do for themselves” (Palmer, 1993, p. 9). Moreover, Palmer (1993) believes that for
these conversations to be productive, they cannot be debates. If faculty members are free to
attack each other’s experiences and positions, no one will want to step forward and honestly
conwverse. Palmer describes one and a half hour meetings in which the ground rules ban
advocacy and promote inquiry, in the terms Bohm (1996; Bohm et al, 1991) has defined in
his work on dialogue. No one is allowed to speak to another faculty member except “to ask
an honest, open question” (Palmer, 1993, p. 13). This process encourages deep sharing that
results in not just mutual learning about teaching practice, Palmer says, but also “a rare sense
of community with colleagues” (p. 13).
From several writings of Palmer (1993, 1997, 1998), I extract several characteristics

of this kind of community of conversation about teaching practice, if we were to observe it:
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e honest talk not just about technique but about the human experience of
teaching and the human experience of students
e expressions of faculty fears of failure, of rejection by our students, of
criticism by colleagues
e stories about and discussions of “critical moments” when whether students
will learn or not hangs in the balance and strategies used at those moments
including successes and failures
e anecdotes about great teachers faculty have known themselves
¢ public examinations of the self in relation to the role and challenges of
teaching
In these ways we will know that “good talk about good teaching” is occurring (Palmer, 1993,
p- 13).

Argyris (1992b) supplies similar observations when he describes the defensive
routines that prevent learning in consultants. Consultants, after all, are teachers too. They are
given to blaming their clients and managers when clients do not learn and make effective use
of the consultants’ work. Argyris imagines a productive conversation among consultants
with their manager and about clients. I quote it here, substituting titles to show how what
Atrgyris describes echoes Palmer above:

[ADMINISTRATOR]: “What troubled me about your original responses was
that you assumed you were right in calling [students]
stupid. One thing I’'ve noticed about [faculty]—in this
[college] and others—is that we tend to defend

oursclves by bad-mouthing the [student].”
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“Right. After all, if they are genuinely stupid, then it’s

[FACULTY] A:
obviously not our fault that they aren’t getting it!”
[FACULTY] B: “Of course that stance is anti-learning and
overprotective. By assuming that they can’t learn, we
absolve ourselves from having to.”
[FACULTY] C: “And the more we all go along with the bad-

mouthing, the more we reinforce each other’s
defensiveness.” (p. 99)

As Palmer and Shulman suggest, the isolation of faculty from each other in terms of
questioning and learning about their practice is the result of fear of failure. Argyris believes
that “smart people” who have been ever so successful in years of college are ill-prepared for
failure when they begin their professional work and have no effective coping skills by which
to learn from failure. The result is a sct of defensive routines which preclude double-loop
learning, whether by oneself or in the group. Faculty and administrators seem to fit this
description. Rather than admitting failures, challenging each other’s assumptions, gathering
data from practice, and learning there from, professionals feel threatened and attack others,
ignore or deny the data, and are skilled at not learning from their practice (i.., learned

incompetence). Argyris believes that managers must begin to model undefensive reflection

of their own practice, and encourage professionals to explore the difference between

defensive and productive behaviors (see Table 2.1, p. 36)
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Difference between Defensive and Productive Behaviors

Defensive

Productive

- soft data

- hard data

- tacit, private inferences

- explicit inferences

- conclusions not publicly
testable

- premises explicit, conclusions

publicly testable

- tacit theory of dealing with
threat

- (explicit or tacit) theory of
strategy formulation

- set of tacitly interrelated
concepts

- set of directly interrelated
concepts

-set of tacit rules for using
concepts to make permissible
inferences, reach private
conclusions, and private criteria

to judge the validity of the test

- set of public rules for using
concepts to make permissible
inferences, reach testable
conclusions, and criteria to judge

the validity of the test

Table 2.1 (Argyris, 1992b, p. 94-95)

The privatization of practice that Palmer describes is therefore—at least in large part—a

defensive routine to contain the fear of failure that Argyris also describes. On the other

hand, a learning community is able to allow and encourage its members to publicly reflect on

practice, challenge each other’s assumptions, and learn together.

In answer to Shulman’s concerns about “pedagogical solitude,” the American

Association for Higher Education’s (AAHE) Teaching Initiative has established a project to

encourage peer collaboration. Some of the strategies employed have been described by
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Hutchings (1996). These include “teaching circles,” reciprocal classroom visits,
interdisciplinary classroom learning communities, collaborative inquiry into practice and
pedagogy, and intercampus or on-line collaboratives. Since these strategies support faculty in
working together in order to learn together, they may well support the building of a
community of learners among faculty.

Cox (2001) labels a particular planned faculty development program at Miami
University of Ohio “faculty learning communitics.” Unlike my more broad definition of the
PLC, Cox defines faculty learning communities as specific, time-limited (one-year) joint
professional development activities for eight to fourteen faculty members. Simply stated, the
faculty learning community is a student learning community where a cross-disciplinary group
of teaching faculty are themselves the students. Cox uses the literature on student learning
communities to design and analyze faculty learning communities, arguing that faculty are
students, too. They gather around a topic or around their being at a similar stage in the
faculty career (e.g., probationary, mid-carcer). Among the planned activities they participate
in over the course of the one year are regular seminars on teaching and learning,
conferences, retreats, and research into teaching and learning (the Scholarship of Teaching).
Individuals also work alone on a teaching project and find a mentor or partner with a faculty
member not on the team. Cox, as faculty developer, works closely with the faculty learning
communities managing their operations. Participating faculty each receive release time or a
cash stipend, and a travel allowance for conferences and retreats. Cox estimates that each

faculty learning community costs the university $20,000 to $30,000 per year.

3 Teaching circles were created by Daniel Bernstein at the University of Nebraska on the model of
Japanese Quality Circles. Hutchings says that today “the term is used to describe a variety of arrangements
through which (1) a small group of faculty members (typically four to ten. . .) (2) makes a commitment to work

together over a period of at least a semester (3) to address questions and concerns about the particulars of their
teaching and their students’ learning.”” (Hutchings, 1996)
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Cox makes several claims about the effectiveness of the program on individual
faculty and on the university as a whole. To buttress his claims regarding changes to
individual participants, he refers to a survey of participants’ estimates of the program’s
impact on them and their practice. Among the more significant effects, Cox (2001) notes
that they say they

are very interested in the teaching process and get a perspective of teaching,
learning, and higher education beyond their disciplines. They become
comfortable in the university community.... At Miami, [junior faculty]
participants are tenured at a significantly higher rate that junior faculty who
do not participate in this community. (p. 73)

His claims for the impact of the program on the university as a whole derive from his own

observation as a practitioner:
In my 20 years of faculty development, I have found faculty learning
communities to be the most effective programs for achieving faculty learning
and development. In addition, these communities build communication
across disciplines, increase faculty interest in teaching and learning, initiate
excursions into the scholarship of teaching, and foster civic responsibility.
They provide a multifaceted, flexible, and holistic approach to faculty
development. They change individuals, and, over time, they change
institutional culture. Faculty learning communities and their “graduates” are
change agents who can enable an institution to become a learning

organization. (Cox, 2001, p. 69)
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Cox’s faculty leaming communities may help to promote the PLC as I have defined it here,
but they are very expensive in time and budget. Some of the activities suggested parallel
other work in the K-12 sector.
Much wotk has been done in K-12 schools on how principals may facilitate the
development of a Professional Learning Community among teachers and students (Atkin,
1994; Brandt, 1992; Garmston & Wellman, 1999, 2000; Lieberman, 1996l; Oxley, 1997; van
der Bogert, 1998). Watkins and Marsick (1999) apply concepts from their work on the LO,
advocating the creation of learning communities in schools which will include students,
teachers, administrators, parents, and external community members, all in the service of
designing and running schools as continuous learning organizations. They note that seldom
do schools live up to being true learning communities. Barth (1990) was one of the first to
advocate that schools become communities of learners involving teachers, principals, and
parents. Bielaczyc and Collins (1999) believe that a learning community seeks to “advance
the collective knowledge” and has as a defining characteristic a “culture of learning” (p. 604).
Four traits make it clear there is truly a learning culture: (1) diversity of members expertise
and contribution, (2) the goal of advancing collective knowledge mentioned above, (3) a
focus on learning how to learn, and (4) “mechanisms” to share learning. Bielaczyc
concentrates on learning communities in the classroom but argues that this approach to
learning can be extended to the organization as a whole and beyond to its local external
“ommunity.
In his latest work, Senge (Senge et al., 2000) has sought specifically to apply the
cory and practice of the LO and community building to K-12 schools. In a fashion similar
his earlier texts (see Senge et al., 1999; Senge, Roberts, Ross, Smith, & Kleiner, 1994)

plying the theory in practice, Schools that Learn offers strategies for planned change
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interventions which may foster the LO in our public schools as a way of improving them as
communities and in their effectiveness for students. Senge docs not offer much new, but is
more context specific in his hints on building an LO in education using his five disciplines.
For the individual faculty member, he offers mainly individual efforts to “find a partner”
because “teaching is one of most [sic] isolated professions around” (Senge et al., 2000, p.
302). Kerka (1995) found that schools which claimed to be LOs generally failed when
evaluated along criteria derived from Senge’s five disciplines due to several barriers: lack of
effective leadership, learned helplessness, “tunnel vision,” incomplete or “truncated”
learning, destructive forms of individualism which prevented effective community or
collaboration, and “a culture of disrespect and fear.” Kerka found that while it was popular
for schools to call themselves learning communities, in reality few actually were. Zederayké
and Ward (1999) conclude that schools fail to become learning organizations or
communities due to a lack of time for teachers to reflect together and learn from their own
practice and a failure to take a “systems approach” to teacher learning, work, and
professional development.

DuFour (1999) describes the kind of instructional leader needed to foster the
development of a “Professional Learning Community” as someone who balances seeming
contradictions: urgent about the need for change but patient for the long run, focused on the
future but clear on the present reality, able to sec the big picture as well as the details,
fostering autonomy everywhere except when it violates the shared vision/values, celebrating
successes but fostering abhorrence for the status quo, and finally acting as a strong leader
who empowers others by giving power away. While these writers concentrated on the K-12

school system, their ideas and research scem applicable to colleges as well. Generally,
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however, they are not empirical studies but rather prescriptive writings or descriptive only
about their personal experiences as a principal or consultant.
Beck (1999), in her metanalysis of community as described in studies by scholars and

practitioners, listed several metaphors for “community” as commonly used:

1. community as family offering networks of relationship
2. community as musical group (jazz, orchestra)
3. community as subjective experience of the individual as “belonging”

to an organism of social connection
4. community as objective and observable regular interaction of a group

of identifiable “members”

5. community as a collective of shared purpose and culture

0. community as a creation of political power wherein there is a struggle
for control

7. community as oppressive force

8. community as a place of honesty, shared comm<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>