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Seven Shifts and Seven Levers:
Developing More Productive

Learning Communities
Thomas A. Angelo, Coordinator
Higher Education Program
University of Miami

During the past decade, higher
education has been shaken and

sometimes knocked off balance by
powerful, largely external forces.

Perhaps because I’m a native
Californian, I imagine these macro-
forces as vast tectonic plates—
slipping, grinding and colliding far
below us. Normally, these forces
cause gradual changes, but once in
awhile we’re surprised by a sudden
quake that seems to change every-
thing in an instant. Inflation is a
good example of slow-motion
slippage, but recent court decisions
on affirmative action rate high on
the Richter scale.

Current changes are surely the
most profound since the “GI Bill”
hastened the transformation of what
was still largely an elite system into a
system of mass education 50 years ago.

What’s different this time,
however, is that the focus of change
efforts is less on building new
institutional structures, redefining
the curriculum, or expanding access,
and more on the heart of higher
education—the teaching-learning
process.

One possible outcome of this
important shift is the transformation
of our colleges and universities from
“teaching factories” into “learning
communities.”

What are learning communities?
Most definitions center on a vision
of faculty and students (and some-
times administrators, staff and the
larger community) working
collaboratively toward shared,
significant academic goals in
environments in which competition,
if not absent, is at least de-empha-
sized. In learning communities,
everyone has both the opportunity
and the responsibility to learn from
and help teach everyone else.
Faculty become less purveyors of
information and more designers of
learning environments and experi-
ences, expert guides, and practicing
master learners themselves.

Learning communities already
exist at LaGuardia Community
College, the University of Washing-
ton, Seattle Central Community
College and a few other institu-
tions—and new initiatives are being
launched across the country.

In practice, learning communities
typically feature purposive groupings
of students, shared scheduling,
significant use of cooperative/
collaborative learning approaches,
and an emphasis on connecting
learning across course and disciplin-
ary boundaries. For example, a
group of 30-40 students would enroll
as a cohort in a handful of conceptu-



move academic culture toward a
more productive learning commu-
nity model, will require several
fundamental shifts. The good news
is that all these shifts are already
underway to varying degrees, and—
even better—several powerful levers
are already available to hasten the
transformation. Let me answer the
picture I’ve drawn by offering a
short list of seven promising shifts
and seven powerful, related levers
we can use to help create productive
learning communities and richly fill
in the blanks of our future.

11111          Shift 1.  From a culture of
 largely unexamined assump-

tions to a culture of inquiry and
evidence.

Much of our standard practice
depends on implicit and often
highly questionable assumptions.
For example, our system of courses
and credits assumes that students
learn at the same rate. Typical
general education survey courses
assume a “vaccination” model of
learning: Three units of freshman
composition will make you a better
writer. And many proponents of
diversity seem to assume that simply
placing very different students
together in the same environment
will lead to greater tolerance and
appreciation of diversity.
Lever 1.
Assessment

The assessment “movement”
prods us to examine our assump-
tions by turning them into empiri-
cal, “assessable” questions. Could
more students learn calculus well if
we gave them more time? Do
students who succeed in freshman
writing courses write demonstrably
better in their other courses? Does
simple coexistence with diverse
students lead to more open atti-
tudes?

 After more than a decade of
effort, a wide range of assessment
tools exist to help us determine
what’s broke, what’s not, and just
how well our well-intentioned
innovations work.

2 Shift 2.  From a culture of
  implicitly held individual

hopes, preferences, and beliefs to
a culture of explicit, broadly shared
goals, criteria and standards.

The notion of community implies
shared goals and values that direct
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ally-linked courses organized around
a theme, such as “Body and Mind,”
“The Environment and Community
Health,” or “Schools and Families.”
Faculty design and teach these
linked courses to foster coherence
and connections. Through them,
students learn not only the academic
content, but also the learning and
group-process skills needed to shift
successfully from an individualistic
to a cooperative academic culture.

Imagine extending this model
beyond two or three courses to
transform an entire department,
program, or school into a learning
community. Next, try being radically
utopian for a moment: Imagine not
just students, but also faculty work-
ing together as members of learning
communities, collaborating on and
connecting their teaching, scholar-
ship and service in meaningful ways.
Imagine transforming the faculty
itself into a learning community.

For some faculty, creating learn-
ing communities may be the fulfill-
ment of their long-held aspirations.
Many of us in higher education
hunger for that community of
scholars we were promised upon
entering academic life. The recent
explosion of conferences, books,
listservers, web sites and newsletters
(like this one) focused on teaching
and learning is one indication of the
breadth and depth of this longing.

But that’s not reason enough to
change. In truth, developing a more
cooperative campus culture may
simply be necessary for our survival.
The Lone Ranger is history. Just as
employers consistently advise us that
our graduates will need well-
developed teamwork skills to succeed
in the future workforce, faculty need
the same skills to prepare those
students. In the bigger picture, to
cope with our planet’s increasingly
complex problems, we’ll need highly
effective collaborators capable of
making connections across bound-
aries. Even within higher
education’s small world, strengthen-
ing our institutions to survive future
financial and political shocks will
require more collaboration than we
can presently muster. And we need
to do all the above more efficiently
at a lower cost—or sacrifice access.

To improve both instructional
productivity and learning quality, to
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Editor’s Note:
Diane Gillespie  doesn’t especially see the cases she and her

colleagues create as being about teaching, but I do. They’re created out
of student experiences and aimed at helping students come to grips with
their identities on campus (with all the peculiar challenges of color and
class and gender). When I read them, I see teaching and learning
situations, contexts faculty have a role in shaping. In “Misunderstood,” a
faculty member comes face to face with a student’s real and troubled
life, and with the connections the student is making to class material in
sorting out his problems. It’s a “teachable moment” demanding skills
well beyond those needed to give a good lecture or run a lively
discussion. That’s the way with stories: they often teach more than we
intend and have a pesky and wonderful way of slipping beyond our
control. In their rich and varied responses, Ed Neal  and Elizabeth
Asner  show how much we can learn about our teaching by looking
quietly at a student’s story.

Tom Angelo  gives a cogent and optimistic overview of the lay of the
land in higher education as we move to the end of the century. Despite

great challenges, Angelo
sees the tools of transfor-
mation already remaking a
new and better day for
teaching and learning. As
he sees it, we’re building
“learning communities,”
places we’ve wanted to be
for a long, long time.

Finally, though it’s the
middle of the school year, a
new semester will be
starting soon, and Chuck
Bonwell  offers a synoptic
review of how the best
research says we should
begin those classes. A full
bibliography to Bonwell’s
article is posted on the
Forum’s web site (http://
www.ntlf.com ).
References for Tom
Angelo’s article are also
posted there, and if you’re
interested in specific
“levers,” you’ll want to log on
and download them. (Those
without internet access may
call 800-279-6799 and have
the material sent by mail.)

I hope you’ll also start a
thread or join an ongoing
chat in the web site’s
discussion forum. It’s there
for you—to interact with
material you find in the
Forum or to bring up new
questions for discussion.

—  James Rhem

decisions and actions. To get
anywhere, we first have to agree on
the destination. To create meaning-
ful learning communities, we’ll need
to develop shared goals for student
learning outcomes, shared criteria
for assessment and evaluation, and
shared standards for measuring
student and faculty success. Very few
departments or campuses have even
begun this process.
Lever 2.
Goals, criteria and standards-
setting methods.

Several practical methods for
building broad agreement on goals,
criteria and standards have been
developed in the corporate world
and in K-12 education. Some of the
most promising are Total Quality
Management/CQI approaches such
as “open-space technology” and
“future search,” and a method used
in Writing-Across-the-Curriculum
known as “primary trait analysis.”

3 Shift 3.  From a teaching
 culture that ignores what is

known about human learning to
one that applies relevant knowl-
edge to improve practice.

For far too long, most college
faculty have been uninformed about
applicable research on learning and
teaching and too many dismissive of
its potential value.
Lever 3.
The research and practice litera-
ture on teaching and learning.

After more than 50 years of
research in psychology, cognitive
science, and education, there are
some general, well-supported
principles of teaching and learning
that can inform our professional
practice. (See citations at the Forum’s
web site, http://www.ntlf.com.)

44444 Shift 4.  From a narrow,
 exclusive definition of scholar-

ship to a broader, inclusive vision
of scholarship.

In his 1990 book, Scholarship
Reconsidered, the late Ernest Boyer
made a persuasive argument for
broadening our vision of scholarly
work from traditional research only
to include the scholarships of
integration, application, and
teaching.
Lever 4 .
The faculty evaluation system.

Like most everyone, faculty tend
to do what they are evaluated on
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and credit-collecting, as if the simple
adding up of experiences necessarily
leads to any significant learning. Too
often, students are awarded degrees
for persisting.
Lever 7.
Competency-based education.

When we define the competen-
cies (what learners must demonstra-
bly know and be able to do) that we
most value, the criteria for evaluat-
ing them, and the standards for how
well students must perform, and we
develop adequate means to assess
them, we will take a giant step
toward learning communities.

The necessary connection
between competency-based learning
and assessment brings us full circle,
a transit that underlines the neces-
sary connectedness of all these
shifts. Progress toward a more
productive, more authentic form of
academic community will require
movement on many fronts at once --
many small shifts propelled by many
small levers.
Contact:
Thomas A. Angelo
Associate Professor & Coordinator
 Higher Education Program
University of Miami — MB 311H
P.O. Box 248065
Coral Gables, FL  33124-2040

Phone:  305/284-2968
FAX:    305/284-3003
E-mail: tangelo@umiami.ir.miami.edu

and rewarded for. Therefore,
changing the faculty evaluation
system used for retention, tenure,
and promotion decisions is a pivotal
shift. Inspired by Boyer’s challenge,
campuses throughout the country
are working to develop ways to assess
and value a broader range of
scholarship. AAHE’s Peer Review of
Teaching Project and Forum on Faculty
Roles and Rewards are two efforts to
move this agenda “from ideas to
prototypes.”

55555 Shift 5. From an academic
 culture that tends to ignore

costs to one that attempts to
account realistically for direct,
deferred, and opportunity costs.

The “cost disease” threatens the
health of higher education gener-
ally, and the existence of many
particular institutions. Yet, for the
most part, we lack accurate informa-
tion on the real costs and benefits of
our programs and activities. Without
better accounting, in the broadest
sense, we can’t determine our
productivity, much less improve it.
Lever 5.
New accounting methods.

Innovations in accounting, such
as activity-based accounting and full-
costing, are beginning to be adapted
and applied to academic units,
informing our assessment and
decision making.

66666 Shift 6.  From a culture that
 emphasizes and privileges

individual struggle for private
advantage to one which encour-
ages collaboration for the common
good and individual advancement.

While it’s critical to change the
evaluation and reward systems for
faculty and for students, if we wish
to develop learning communities,
it’s also necessary to teach all involved
how to work together effectively.
Lever 6.
Cooperative and collaborative
education methods.

A rapidly growing body of
research on and practical expertise
in these approaches can guide and
inform our efforts.

77777 Shift 7.  From a model of
 higher education as primarily

a quantitative, additive process to
one that is fundamentally qualita-
tive and transformative.

In the U.S., higher education is
often equated with course-taking
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