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Overview 

Launching an academic career is exciting for all but is typically quite challenging for most – especially if you 
try to do it alone. You will, however, accelerate your success with the support of peers dedicated to your 
success by participating in a Learning Community specifically designed for early-career faculty. 

This learning community is designed first and foremost to reduce your stress and increase your success in 
your teaching by providing expert guidance on effective instruction in a supportive community of peers. 
This will form the foundation for your journey of professional development toward becoming a “scholarly 
teacher,” who approaches teaching with the same methodological and conceptual rigor as is expected in 
disciplinary scholarship and creative work.  Scholarly teachers ground their teaching practices in scholarly 
literature on effective instruction and systematically collect and analyze evidence that documents 
outcomes, and then apply insights to future practices. 

Note that this focus on teaching can benefit your overall productivity as well. Greater effectiveness and 
efficiency in your teaching – accompanied by reduced stress and lower anxiety – can boost your confidence 
and energy for your scholarly work and service assignments. Given Cal Poly’s tradition of teaching 
excellence and its importance in the RPT process, your investment of time in this learning community could 
pay dividends for years to come. 

Purpose 

The primary purpose of the Learning Community is to build your foundation for “scholarly teaching” by 
exploring, implementing and assessing research-informed instructional best practices to maximize student 
success. Secondary purposes include (a) fostering connections with fellow faculty in a community of 
dedicated colleagues, and (b) supporting overall professional success as a member of the Cal Poly 
community. 

Objectives 

We have an ambitious but realistic set of objectives for this learning community, all of which are designed 
to establish your foundation for ongoing growth and success as a Cal Poly educator: 

 Become knowledgeable about the growing literature on exemplary instruction, and engage a select 
set of materials that you can apply to your immediate efforts to strengthen your teaching. 

 Select and implement a set of new methods to enhance student learning in your current teaching 
assignments, evaluate their effectiveness, and document for sharing with colleagues. 

 Develop a core set of informed principles and commitments for your personal teaching mission and 
identify practices that reflect and embody those principles. 
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Artifacts  

Tangible artifacts of this Learning Community are not only pragmatically useful for mapping your career 
trajectory, they are also conveniently (and intentionally) appropriate for future productivity reports as 
evidence for your professional growth. They include: 

1. Analysis of Formative Feedback on Teaching: Following a formative feedback activity (e.g., Mid-
Term Chat, classroom observation, student survey, etc.), this is an opportunity to make sense of 
what you learned and to identify specific ways that you will respond (short term and long term). 

2. Instructional Innovation Implementations: Identify and document a set (6-7) of new instructional 
methods that you selected to implement from the array available in the literature and learning 
community exchanges, explain the purpose and experience using them with your current students, 
summarize evidence regarding how it worked, and explain what insights you gained. 

3. Teaching Mission Statement: Compose a polished, accurate, and compelling statement of your 
teaching mission that reflects your scholarly approach to teaching. It is an alternative to the 
traditional “teaching philosophy,” which often is little more than a series of vague, lofty beliefs 
about teaching and learning. Mission statements look forward and provide direction to your 
professional development. This statement is very likely to evolve over time, but to begin a teaching 
career with this in hand provides a critical touchstone when reflecting on your current teaching 
practices and when evaluating potential teaching practices for possible adoption. It also functions 
well as a preamble to Professional Development Plans that all faculty are required to prepare. 

The less tangible but nevertheless rewarding benefit of being in this Learning Community is membership in 
a community of colleagues.  A career in academia can be an isolating experience if we get too locked into 
our individual teaching assignments and scholarly projects. Joining a Learning Community, by definition, 
means that you will be collaborating closely with peers and colleagues from across campus on similar 
professional goals. Thus each of you will gain the benefits of mutual support and intellectual diversity that 
such communities provide. It is a terrific way for you to take advantage of the talent that this campus has 
among its faculty by creating professional and personal bonds with colleagues across the university.  

Stipend Eligibility 

Community members who consistently and constructive engage in this Learning Community activities are 
eligible for a $500 stipend in recognition of the investment of time and effort. Criteria for stipend eligibility 
are determined by campus policies. Providing stipends reflect Cal Poly’s intent to encourage faculty to 
engage in sustained professional growth opportunities. Stipends will be distributed to those who: 

 Participate in at least 10 of the 12 meetings during the academic year. 
 Produce a Formative Feedback Analysis, a Teaching Mission, six Instructional Innovation 

Implementation reports – all shared with colleagues. 

Please note that your participation is welcome even at levels that are not stipend eligible. This is in 
recognition of the many demands that faculty have on your work schedules. Join us when you can for as 
long as you can as your schedule and real-world demands allow. You are always welcome! 
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Community Logistics 

Although all faculty are very busy – especially newer faculty – participating in the community is not a huge 
investment of your time. We will have a total of 10 to 12 two-hour sessions from 9-11 am alternate Fridays, 
continuing through Winter and Spring quarters. Fridays were selected to provide the fewest schedule 
conflicts for the most people (although some conflicts are inevitable). A modest amount of preparation will 
be expected between meetings as well, for a total time commitment of 30-32 hours for the academic year. 

Within the face-to-face and the online portions of the Learning Community we will regularly include: 

 “Colleague Check In”: How has it been going for you? What has been working well? What have 
been the challenges? What questions do you have to ask the group? What insights do you have to 
share with the group? This is a chance to support each other as we navigate the challenges of the 
college professor life. 

 “Expert Voices”: We will regularly draw upon the accumulated wisdom and scholarly findings in the 
academic, practitioner, and popular literature to bring rigor to our thinking and our discussions. 
Each of you will receive a copy of “On Course: A Week-By-Week Guide to Your First Semester of 
College Teaching” by James Lang, which provides a practical resource for our community 
conversations as well as for your ongoing individual work. 

 “Theory Into Practice”: The prominent social psychologist Kurt Lewin said, “There is nothing so 
practical as a good theory.” We extract the value out of good theories, good concepts, and good 
research when we put them into practice. We will consistently look for ways to apply what we learn 
about principles, models, concepts and practices that promote learning. The intent is to infuse your 
teaching – this year – with specific improvements that emerge from your deepening knowledge 
about effective instruction based on the scholarly literature.  

Facilitator 

The facilitator is Patrick O’Sullivan, director of the Center for Teaching, Learning & Technology. His 
background includes 20+ years in higher education, including a decade as a tenure-line professor in 
communication and a decade in faculty development as director of teaching centers at two universities. 

Calendar 

The tentative calendar lays out the academic year dates and topics for this community, subject to revision 
based on the interests and needs of community members. All sessions are on Fridays (approximately two 
weeks apart) from 9am-11am in Kennedy Library (rooms TBD). Please block these dates and times on your 
calendar!  

Note this calendar also includes the Newer Faculty Community Breakfasts at the end of each quarter as a 
part of our community experience. These are designed to contribute to the goal of providing the support 
that you need to be successful and connecting you with other newer faculty.  
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Getting A Good Launch Learning Community | AY 2019-20 
Tentative Calendar 

Fall Quarter 

Oct 11 Examining knowledge and assumptions about teaching -- 9am-11am 

Oct 25 Better syllabi and course launches  Lang, pp. 1-42 9am-11am 

Nov 8 Better lecturing Lang, pp. 63-84 9am-11am 

Nov 22 Better discussions and group work Lang, pp. 86-126 9am-11am 

Dec 13 Fall Newer Faculty Community Breakfast (35-209) -- 9am-11am 

Winter Quarter 

Jan 24 Better assignments and grading Lang, pp. 127-152 9am-11am 

Feb 5 Better formative and summative assessments TBD 9am-11am 

Feb 21 Better approaches to learners as people Lang, pp. 153-195 9am-11am 

March 6 Better analyses of student ratings of teaching Lang, pp. 265-282 9am-11am 

March 20 Winter Newer Faculty Community Breakfast (35-209) -- 9am-11am 

Spring Quarter 

April 17 Better reflections on our journey as an educator  TBD 9am-11am 

May 1 Better teaching mission statements TBD 9am-11am 

May 15 Better professional development plans TBD 9am-11am 

May 29 Better agendas for a teaching career TBD 9am-11am 

June 5 Spring Newer Faculty Community Breakfast (35-209) -- 9am-11am 

 

 


