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In higher education, this is a time of increasing interest in learning communities (LCs).  Cross (1998) addresses the questions, “Why Learning Communities? Why Now?,”  and gives three reasons: “philosophical (because learning communities fit into a changing philosophy of knowledge), research based (because learning communities fit with what research tells us about learning), and pragmatic (because learning communities work)” (p. 4).  LCs also play an important role in helping individuals and institutions experience a structure that is part of a new learning paradigm (Barr & Tagg, 1995). Shapiro and Levine (1999) observe that “When campuses begin to implement learning communities, whether they know it or not they are embarking on a road that leads to a profound change in culture” (front cover). 

Students who have participated in student LCs develop an educational citizenship, “an understanding of the nature and importance of mutual interdependence in shared learning endeavors” (Tinto, 1995, p. 12). Tinto also reports that students “learned more, found academic and social support for their learning among their peers, and . . . became actively involved in their learning” (p. 12). LCs give students a sense of belonging; thus, they persist rather than retreat. These students “made a significant and unusual leap in intellectual development during their learning community experience” (Gabelnick, McGregor, Matthews & Smith, 1990, p. 66). 
A Faculty Learning Community (FLC) adapts promising student learning community approaches to faculty development. The goals of FLCs include enhancing undergraduate learning by increasing faculty interest, practice, and expertise in teaching. This goal is achieved by providing safe, supportive communities in which faculty can investigate and take risks in implementing new approaches to teaching and by increasing the collaboration and coherence of learning across disciplines (Proposer, 2001; 2003). 
FLCs consist of a cross-disciplinary community of 8-10 faculty engaged in an active, collaborative, year-long curriculum focused on enhancing and assessing undergraduate learning with frequent activities that promote learning, development, scholarship of teaching, and community.  There are two types of FLCs:  cohort, in which a group is defined by common attributes or career stages (new, mid-career, or senior faculty; women); and topic-based, in which the group comes together to explore a specific issue (e.g., problem-based learning, integrating technology, fostering multiculturalism, engaging large classes).  Participants may select a focus course to try out new and innovative teaching approaches and then assess resulting student learning, may revise existing courses or create new ones around new teaching and learning ideas, and may engage in action research in their courses and present project results at local, regional, and national conferences.   Evidence shows that FLCs provide deep learning that encourages and supports faculty investigation, implementation, assessment, and adoption of new (to them) approaches involving, for example, appropriate technology, team teaching, active learning, inclusive classrooms, assessment of learning in general education courses, and creation of new courses and curricula (Proposer, 2001; 2003)
Problem and Research Questions

Evidence from a long-standing FLC program at one university indicates that student learning is enhanced when faculty engage in FLCs (Proposer, 2004).  For example, faculty there report increases in students’ abilities to ask good questions, develop an openness to new ideas, and to apply principles and generalizations they have already learned to new problems (Proposer, 2004).  That evidence, however, is based on one institution’s experience.  To further explore the student learning outcomes of FLCs at a variety of institutions, an FLC dissemination project was developed through the support of a grant from the Fund for the Improvement of Postsecondary Education (FIPSE).  The project facilitated the fast-track development of 12 FLCs at each of 6 “Adapting Institutions” (AIs) over the course of three years (2001-2004).  Over 70 FLCs were developed, and encompassed close to 100 participants at each institution.  One of the primary questions driving the project was whether the faculty teaching and student learning outcomes found at one institution would be evident at others.   The questions addressed in this research study are: 
1. To what extent, and in what ways, are faculty teaching approaches changed by faculty participation in Faculty Learning Communities?
2. To what extent, and in what ways, do faculty see student learning change as a result of new teaching approaches implemented?
Methods
In Spring of 2005, a follow-up survey was conducted with the more than 600 participants and facilitators at the six partnering institutions and the original institution.  A comparison between the outcomes at the six AIs and the originating institution could therefore be made.    The web-based survey asked participants to report what changes in their teaching they undertook, the degree to which and in what ways student learning had changed, on what evidence they were basing their belief of that change, and the degree to which their FLC teaching project contributed to the change they see in student learning.  The survey consisted of six demographic questions, five related to when and in what types of FLCs they participated, three multi-item 5-point scaled questions related to teaching changes resulting from their participation, and six questions (4 multi-item, 5 point scaled) regarding changes in student learning outcomes.  The learning outcomes used in the survey are based on The Teaching Goals Inventory by Angelo and Cross (1993).  Three open-ended questions completed the instrument.  The total number of survey invitations sent were 648, and 386 responses were received after two reminders, for a response rate of 60%.  
Results and Implications

The gender breakdown of respondents was 59% female and 41% male.  Of the responses, 66% of participants had been involved with one FLC, 23% had been members of two, and 10% had been involved in three or more.  Twenty-two percent had participated in a cohort-based FLC, 56% in a topic-based community, 18% in both, and 4% in multiple topic-based FLCs.  Seventy-eight percent of respondents had been participants only, six percent had been facilitators of FLCs, but fully 16% had been both participants and facilitators of different FLCs.  

Respondents were asked what kinds of teaching changes they undertook as a part of their FLC participation, and were presented with a list of 15 common changes (from the literature and past experience with FLC projects), with the opportunity to write in others.  Respondents indicated they had undertaken an average of 3 changes.  The top responses included:  they had revised an existing course, had investigated and tried new methods or approaches, had learned about and incorporated approaches to reach different learning styles, had integrated technology into their teaching of a course, had created guidelines for engaging in new processes such as discussions, and had investigated and improved the grading schemes or rubrics for a course.

Participants were asked the degree to which they believed student learning had changed as a result of the teaching project they undertook, on a scale of 1 (not at all) to 5 (a very substantial amount).  Six percent thought student learning had not changed at all, 14% reported a small change, 33% reported a moderate change, 35% felt student learning outcomes had changed to a substantial degree, and 12% felt it had changed to a very substantial degree.

This paper will discuss the specific teaching changes undertaken by participants, the student learning outcomes they experienced, and the assessment techniques they used to determine those outcomes.   Further, the paper will provide details on the elements of learning communities that most influenced participants, and will compare the results from AIs to the originating institution.  The implications of the study for other institutions contemplating FLC programs will also be discussed.   This is the largest study of the faculty development and student learning outcomes of FLCs made to date, and the results point to measurable outcomes that can be achieved through the implementation of FLC programs.
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