
27faculty collaboRation

Faculty collaboration:  
creating multidisciplinary 
  learning communities

Alexander  
   Thomson 

Dr. Thomson is an 
Associate Professor 
of Political Science 
and History at 
Schoolcraft College in 
Livonia, Michigan.

Learning communities are a growing tool in use at colleges 
and universities around the country. In large part, these 
communities have been created in the hope that they will 
increase interaction among students and teach them to ap-
ply knowledge in meaningful ways. In addition to generating 
student interaction, learning communities should strive to 
bring faculty together in collaborative settings. We should 
ask ourselves: how do faculty fit into the learning commu-
nity? In a case study the author reflects upon his experience 
as a faculty member in a large multidisciplinary learning 
community. Recommendations provide guidance to those 
who are looking to develop teaching/classroom linkages 
with other departments on their campuses.

Introduction
Discussions of learning communities often re-
volve around the design and implementation of 
classroom management techniques created to en-
sure that students absorb and apply knowledge in 
meaningful ways. Student focused, these learning 
communities are generally limited in their vision 
to interactive engagements that students have with 
each other or with the faculty member teaching 
their course. However, such a restricted approach 
to learning communities largely ignores the possi-
bilities that exist for collaboration between faculty 
members from multiple disciplines. Parker Palmer 
(1987) argues that faculty members and adminis-
trators must, 
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“think about community 
in settings of higher learn-
ing … different(ly) from the 
way we think about commu-
nity in other settings, like the 
civil society, the neighborhood, 
the church, or the workplace. 
Within the academy, we need 
to think about community in 
ways that deepen the education-
al agenda” (p. 20).

Widening the focus of our 
learning communities beyond 
the students who sit in the class-
rooms towards the colleagues 
with whom we share institutional 
goals and values is one way to 
accomplish these ends. Employ-
ing a case-study examination 
of the author’s experience as a 
post-doctoral teaching fellow in 
Wayne State University’s Honors 
Program, this paper is a distil-
lation of the successes and chal-
lenges experienced in creating a 
learning community populated 
by faculty from a diverse pool of 
disciplines. The faculty were as-
sembled to produce an expansive 
and vibrant learning community 
that spanned multiple sections of 
a common course. Although the 
setting for the research is a 4-year 
research university, community 
college faculty and administrators 
will find the information instruc-
tive as they work to implement 
curriculum and practices that 
support the creation of broad-
based learning communities.

Wayne State University 
Honors Program
As an urban research university 
in Detroit, Wayne State is com-
mitted “to discover, examine, 
transmit and apply knowledge 
that contributes to the positive 
development and well-being of 
individuals, organizations and 
society” (Wayne State University 
Mission Statement 2001). Each 
university department and pro-
gram plays a part in fulfilling the 
mission, but the Honors Program 
has organized its approach to un-
dergraduate education by identi-
fying four “pillars” that support 
the university’s broad mission 
and fosters a community of learn-
ing in the department, classroom, 
and beyond. The four pillars are 
community, service, research, and 
career. Freshman who complete 
four years of study in the Honors 
Program direct their focus to one 
of these pillars during each suc-
cessive year of their program of 
study. 

While the primary focus of 
the present paper is the first year 
college experience and the cre-
ation of “community,” it is worth 
noting how the Honors Program 
works to develop the remaining 
three pillars. During their sopho-
more year, students are actively 
involved in service learning proj-
ects. The exact form of the ser-
vice learning is varied, but in all 
settings, students are linked with 
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faculty and community based 
organizations. For example, a 
popular service learning choice is 
the Detroit Fellows Project. This 
tutoring project allows students 
to earn college credit while help-
ing elementary school students 
develop their reading skills. It 
should be made clear that these 
projects are not merely volunteer 
programs. Rather, these service-
learning opportunities allow stu-
dents to develop their freshman 
year classroom skills in real-world 
settings.

As juniors, students work 
to develop solid research skills. 
Working with a full-time faculty 
mentor, students are encouraged 
to develop research projects and 
submit them for funding consid-
eration. The competitive process 
provides a stipend to winning ap-
plications and also affords the op-
portunity for students to present 
their research findings in univer-
sity, state, and national forums.

During their senior year, stu-
dents complete their thesis and 
concentrate on the transition to 
a post-undergraduate career. The 
thesis project, directed by a facul-
ty member from the student’s ma-
jor department, is a culmination 
of the student’s undergraduate 
experience and serves as a critical 
tool in the transition to a career 
field or graduate school setting.

The four “pillars” curriculum 
succeeds in creating a broad 
learning community for students 
because at each stage in their 
academic program individual stu-
dents are encouraged to combine 
their knowledge and experiences. 
Therefore, instructors need to 
provide enough individual free-
dom to students in the classroom 
so that they engage the course 
material and their classmates. 
The creation of space is the criti-
cal pedagogical instrument. The 
classroom does not act as a bar-
rier between what students learn 
at the college and what they expe-
rience during the course of living. 
Rather, the arrangement permits 
students to create the community 
after the instructor provides them 
with the opportunity for it to oc-
cur. Such an approach allows for 
the greatest amount of flexibility 
and creativity. It also maximizes 
the number of learning opportu-
nities for students. Indeed, the 
connection between experience, 
thought and theory transcends 
individual bounds and arises out 
of group interaction. The impli-
cation here is that students think 
and know in connection with 
their collective existence and with 
the social implications of human 
life. Thus, issues and ideas are 
experienced, thought about, and 
theorized under different concep-
tual schemes particular to indi-
vidual students.
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Creating community: 
City I and City II
Developing a community of schol-
ars and introducing students to 
the urban experience is the criti-
cal part of the freshman year in 
the Honors Program. One of the 
essential pieces of the process is 
the enrollment of students in two 
3-credit courses: City I and City 
II. The courses are offered se-
quentially in successive semesters. 
They provide an examination of 
urban issues, history, and Ameri-
can political institutions and pro-
cesses from different disciplinary 
perspectives. These two courses 
best exemplify the expanded no-
tion of faculty-inclusive learning 
communities alluded to in the 
introduction. 

City I and City II are alterna-
tives to the popular “great books” 
approach that has been applied 
in many higher education cur-
riculums. Rather than present 
students with a course that looks 
at “classic texts” for the core ma-
terials, these courses identify a 
number of different disciplinary/
critical approaches to urban mat-
ters, and recognize the city as a 

“classic text.” For instance, a clas-
sic text might examine fundamen-
tal questions like: Who are we? 
Where are going? What should 
we do? City I and City II propose 
that the City of Detroit can be 
held up, like a text, to study these 
same questions. 

City I

Specifically, City I promotes a 
culture of research-based learning, 
with a special emphasis on the 
City of Detroit. The parameters 
for the class are established in the 
wide-ranging assigned reading. 
Students read books by Witold 
Rybczynski (City Life), John Berg-
er (Ways of Seeing), E.L. Doctorow 
(Ragtime), and supplemental se-
lections from a variety of other 
sources. To encourage the build-
ing of a classroom community 
and to place students squarely in 
the urban experience, they are re-
quired to participate in class wide 

“cultural passport events.” For 
example, attending a viewing/lec-
ture of the Diego Rivera murals 
(Detroit Industry) at the Detroit In-
stitute of Arts or watching George 
Gershwin’s opera, Porgy and Bess, 
at the Detroit Opera House are 

“passport events.” In both cases 
students are encouraged to col-
lectively explore the artistic work 
in question and the context of its 
presentation. 

Honors students also exam-
ine American urbanism, which 
allows each scholar the oppor-
tunity to use personal skills and 
knowledge necessary to perform 
basic research. They engage in 
group projects and activities that 
orient them to research method-
ologies and multi-disciplinary ap-
proaches critical to understand-
ing urban settings.
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City II

As a course, the focus of City II 
shifts slightly, but is a practical 
extension of the theoretical un-
derpinnings explored in City I. 
City II addresses American politi-
cal institutions, processes, history, 
and ideas in an urban context. 
Using a variety of methods of in-
quiry, observation, and commu-
nication, students—working in 
groups—develop service learning 
or problem-focused group proj-
ects. A core objective of the course 
is to ensure that students possess 
the necessary tools to become cit-
izens who are “active agents.” Do 
they have the tools and skill sets 
to function within the context of 
a pluralistic American society? To 
achieve the objective, City II is 
centered on three broad themes; 
civic literacy, citizenship, and 
participation. The themes help 
increase civic awareness among 
the students and encourage them 
to be active members of the com-
munity. John Berger and Witlod 
Rybczynski’s texts are used as 
references in City II, but there 
is also the addition of a course 
pack and a text by political sci-
entist John Kingdon (America the 
Unusual). The course pack read-
ings examine topics ranging from 
urban public policy to research 
methods. As in the first semester, 

“passport events” are a part of the 
curriculum in the second semes-
ter course. 

Staff

Structurally, City I and City II 
are once-a-week large lecture 
courses with accompanying semi-
nar meetings. Seminar sections 
are capped at 25 students. The 
courses are staffed by the Direc-
tor of the Wayne State University 
Honors Program and by five post-
doctoral teaching fellows. The 
Director has the primary respon-
sibility for organizing and guiding 
the lecture portion of the class, 
and the post-doctoral fellows are 
more prominent at the seminar 
level. Guest lecturers are routine-
ly invited into the large lecture 
to share their perspectives. The 
guests represent a varied group 
of disciplines. Speakers from 
anthropology, civil engineering, 
history, urban planning, biol-
ogy, and political science have all 
made appearances in the courses. 
The range of diversity is also re-
flected in the post-doctoral fel-
lows assigned to the course. Over 
the past few years, individuals on 
staff have represented the follow-
ing departments: American stud-
ies, sociology, philosophy, an-
thropology, music, English, and 
political science.

The teaching fellows are the 
instructors of record for their indi-
vidual classes, and they are respon-
sible for the content in their semi-
nars and the grades assigned to 
student work. Most importantly, 
the structure, content, and organi-
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zation of the courses are a collab-
orative product generated by the 
Director and teaching fellows. 

An extended multidisci-
plinary community

It would be incorrect to character-
ize the teaching fellows as teach-
ing assistants. Given their respon-
sibility for course development 
and implementation, a more 
comparable description can be 
found in schools that have team 
teaching arrangements. However, 
even that comparison is strained. 
The cohort teaching City I and 
City II is larger than most team 
teaching arrangements, and with 
few exceptions faculty are only di-
rectly engaged with the students 
in their individual seminars (Sha-
piro and Levine 1999). In other 
words, they do not lecture or 
make appearances in other semi-
nars or have a role in evaluating 
all the students in the course. 
Students have shared experiences 
in the large group lecture and 
at the passport events, but their 
seminars are largely independent 
exercises. 

Bringing varied faculty mem-
bers together under the banner 
of a single course creates condi-
tions that benefit students and 
faculty alike. Not surprisingly, 
students, presented with greater 
opportunities to observe and in-
teract with faculty became more 
comfortable approaching faculty 

with questions, concerns, or com-
ments. One of the great successes 
created when a learning commu-
nity of faculty and students comes 
together is the increased opportu-
nity for advising and mentoring 
students. 

Students are encouraged to 
develop a relationship with the 
teaching fellows and to think 
about their college classes and 
programs as a progression of 
interlinked concepts and ideas. 
Students are discouraged from 
viewing their undergraduate ed-
ucation as a series of courses or 
boxes that need to be marked off 
so that they can move along. The 
mentoring structure is designed 
to help students identify strengths 
and weaknesses in their academic 
preparation. It is also designed to 
help them think long term about 
their goals and aspirations. 

Much like the creation of space 
for students is critical in shaping 
and constructing a learning com-
munity, the same is true for af-
fording faculty the opportunity 
to participate in such an arrange-
ment. Most higher education ar-
rangements are not designed to 
maximize faculty interaction, but 
rather they are individually com-
partmentalized. The structure of 
the Honors Program at Wayne 
State begins to break down some 
of the artificial barriers and creates 
a forum for the exchange of ideas 
and insights across disciplines. 
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Learning community 
successes
Individuals considering the cre-
ation, or redevelopment, of col-
lege level programs and their as-
sociated curriculums in the hopes 
of creating a learning community 
will be faced with considerable 
challenges, but also the potential 
for remarkable success. The ben-
efits for faculty, and—by proxy—
students include: 

Providing different disciplinary • 
perspectives on course content.

Creating a mechanism for em-• 
ploying innovative pedagogical 
approaches and experiencing rap-
id feedback regarding the relative 
success or failure of the effort. 

Encouraging faculty collegiality • 
and collaboration.

Formally bringing guest lecturers • 
together with other faculty that 
might not normally interact.

Fresh perspectives
Faculty typically prepare their 
course materials in relative isola-
tion. Aside from an occasional 
classroom visit by a colleague or 
possible discussion at a depart-
ment meeting there are few op-
portunities for faculty to openly 
discuss a learning topic with oth-
er faculty. The occasions are even 
scarcer when one considers how 
often such a conversation might 
occur with a colleague outside the 
faculty member’s own discipline. 

Creating a learning community 
of faculty means considerable 
planning and discussion around 
the central themes and objectives 
that become the focus of a course. 
The collaboration arrangement 
allows faculty to look at a topic 
with fresh ideas. Consider the 
various disciplinary approaches 
that could be brought to bear on 
a topic such as the distribution of 
government grants to faith-based 
organizations for the purposes of 
addressing domestic abuse. A po-
litical scientist, sociologist, econo-
mist, psychologist, historian, and 
anthropologist (and others) could 
legitimately analyze and explore 
the topic; but they would do so 
from their disparate disciplinary 
perspectives. By seeing and dis-
cussing alternative approaches, 
each faculty member’s classroom 
presentation is enriched by incor-
porating some of the alternative 
perspectives identified during the 
course planning process. 

Feedback loops
As faculty consider the content of 
a course, they also must decide 
how the material is to be present-
ed. Faculty are encouraged not 
only to share their disciplinary 
perspectives on topics, but also 
to discuss openly their teaching 
techniques and styles. Sugges-
tions for alternative pedagogical 
approaches that faculty find in-
triguing and promising can be 
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implemented in coming class 
sessions. Unlike most teaching 
strategies exchanged at a confer-
ence or seminar, or implemented 
independently by faculty, the 
techniques incorporated in learn-
ing communities benefit from a 
feedback loop that keeps the class 
fresh and innovative. New class-
room management techniques 
can be introduced, discussed, 
and debriefed in the matter of 
a week or two and not in terms 
of semesters or years. There is a 
constant flow of feedback, ideas, 
and strategies for reaching the 
students and improving the class. 

Collegiality and  
collaboration
Many faculty, like students, desire 
college and university environ-
ments that are more conducive 
to collaboration. The richness 
of the exchanges in the Honors 
Program is due in large measure 
to the quality of the faculty staff-
ing the City I and II courses. The 
teaching fellows position is a 
highly competitive post granted 
to recent Ph.D. graduates who 
have a demonstrated record of 
academic and teaching excel-
lence. Unlike a research fellow-
ship where the emphasis is placed 
upon exploring and expanding 
an area of content expertise, the 
teaching fellowship is designed 
to strengthen the teaching, class 

management, and course design 
skills of young faculty members. 
Creating post-doctoral fellow-
ships is not a viable staffing op-
tion for most colleges, but the 
selection of faculty to participate 
in a learning community can be 
exclusive and selective. Having 
several gifted faculty members 
assigned to work closely together 
provides an excellent opportuni-
ty to observe what it is that great 
teachers do. Indeed, the teaching 
fellows are housed in offices with-
in the Honors department, not in 
their “home” departments. Prox-
imity facilitates continuous and 
informal exchanges. Problems or 
ideas can be readily vetted with 
one’s colleagues; there is no need 
to wait for a formal meeting or 
e-mail exchange. 

Guest lecturers
Informal collaboration and inter-
action are appealing, but it is easy 
to become careless in such a mod-
el. To supplement these informal 
exchanges, the Honors Program 
instituted a standing staff meeting 
each week for the entire faculty as-
signed to the course. The meeting 
allows for questions or concerns, 
highlighted by anyone involved 
with the course, to be uniformly 
addressed in a timely manner. It 
is also the place to meet with the 
guest faculty presenters a week be-
fore their presentation. The guest 
lecturers are given time to discuss 
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their upcoming appearance in the 
course and receive feedback from 
the Honors faculty about current 
coursework in the class and the 
future focus of study. Discussing 
the outline of upcoming lectures 
allows the teaching fellows to 
properly prime their students for 
the material ahead of time. Prim-
ing the students means that they 
are better prepared to absorb, pro-
cess, and respond to the concepts 
presented by a guest lecturer. Ad-
ditionally, the guest lecturer’s visit 
to the faculty meeting is impor-
tant because a fresh perspective 
on the class can generate ques-
tions regarding items that initially 
appeared clear to the individuals 
teaching the course. Ultimately, 
there is a considerable interest in 
knowing what types of questions, 
concerns, and ideas invited faculty 
have regarding City I and II.

Learning community 
challenges
While there is little doubt that a 
collaborative approach to teach-
ing an undergraduate course 
holds tremendous possibilities, 
it is equally clear that there are 
substantial challenges to creating 
successful learning communities. 
Faculty and administrators look-
ing to replicate the aforemen-
tioned successes should take note 
of the following concerns: 

The need to balance a level of • 

consistency and standardization 
throughout the learning commu-
nity against giving faculty the lati-
tude to be creative and flexible 
when dealing with their students.

Learning communities require • 
more time and energy to create 
and sustain than normal course 
offerings. 

Collaboration is an excellent • 
principle to be the driving force 
for creating a learning communi-
ty, but ultimately someone needs 
to be the person who leads the 
group. 

Vigorous and successful learning • 
communities demand institu-
tional-wide support.

Standardization?
Balancing the need to have all sec-
tions of the course pursuing the 
same objectives while permitting 
faculty the freedom to teach their 
sections as they see fit, is arguably 
the biggest challenge in structur-
ing a course. Creating too much 
standardization can result in a re-
duction of the faculty member’s 
role to that of a mere grading 
assistant. The innovation and 
flexibility that makes the course 
appealing can be lost. Recruiting 
faculty and students for the course 
would then be quite difficult. On 
the other hand, there is a need to 
ensure that the same basic objec-
tives and goals are being taught in 
all sections of the course. Other-
wise, the integrity of the course 
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can be destroyed. Additionally, 
creating a strong student learning 
community means that students 
regularly communicate with each 
other. Such communication in-
variably turns to discussions and 
comparisons of their experiences 
in their seminars. If the rules and 
policies regarding assignments 
and grading vary widely across 
the sections, there is the percep-
tion that students are being treat-
ed unfairly.

More work, please
Collaborating to create a set of 
agreed upon objectives and assign-
ments is quite time-consuming. 
Working to monitor the course, 
and adjust as needed throughout 
a term, requires regular meetings 
and diligent deliberation. In a 
more traditional class arrange-
ment, a faculty member can draft 
a syllabus, assignment, or grade 
papers at her own pace. That is 
not an option in a meaningful 
learning community. Each of the 
faculty teaching the course need 
to be kept informed regarding the 
work of their colleagues and the 
time frame in which items will 
be distributed and implemented. 
Regularly scheduled meetings, 
with an agenda, will help make 
sure that happens. It can be in-
convenient and frustrating to 
do so much work by committee; 
however, the time spent meeting 
is significantly well spent when it 

comes to the overall health and 
success of the course.

Who’s in charge?
Establishing a chair, or at least a 
lead faculty member, for meetings 
and for the course in general is a 
difficult, but necessary step. All 
courses need an identity. What 
is the course about? What should 
students expect to accomplish? 
Why should they take the course? 
Typically, the individual instruc-
tor teaching the course provides 
the answers to these questions, 
but with a team of faculty it is 
easy for the identity to become 
muddled. Having a person in 
charge of the overall process helps 
to make sure that there is a con-
sistent set of objectives and a clear 
vision for the program. In the 
Honors Program at Wayne State, 
the Director of the Program pro-
vides the necessary direction. The 
Director most visibly imprints 
an identity on the course by be-
ing the “face” of the class in the 
large lecture setting. That person 
provides many of the lectures that 
weave together the guest lecture 
presentations and is the one fac-
ulty member who regularly pres-
ents to the entire student body. 
The message the Director conveys 
to the students is discussed in the 
weekly staff meeting and sugges-
tions are made regarding focus 
and presentation, but ultimately 
the Director must unify the dis-
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parate threads of the class into a 
coherent and meaningful lecture 
presentation. Filling the post is 
difficult and requires that the 
duties and responsibilities of the 
lead faculty be carefully articulat-
ed. Is this person to be considered 

“one among equals” or perhaps 
the one who has the final say on 
some matters? In many ways the 
post has the makings of a quasi-
administrative role and the ambi-
guity can potentially dampen the 
collaborative environment.

Resource allocation
Finally, there are the problems 
of resource allocation and insti-
tutional resistance. Creating a 
course that is taught by full-time 
faculty, but not housed inside a 
traditional department does cre-
ate territorial disputes. Compet-
ing departments are concerned 
that the course is “poaching” 
their students and, by extension, 
diminishing their budgets. That 
argument becomes more pointed 
when the courses in question are 
marketed as general education 
equivalents used towards fulfill-
ing graduation requirements. 
When confronted with this re-
sistance, we should bear in mind 
the words of Alexander Astin 
(1987), the director of the Higher 
Education Institute,

The most important thing is 
for each of us to recognize that 
there is much that we as indi-

viduals can do on our campus-
es, in spite of our tendency to 
believe that trying to change an 
institution is much like trying 
to move Mount Everest. We 
can, for example, examine the 
way we teach our classes, treat 
out students, and treat our col-
leagues. And when we have 
an opportunity to participate 
in curriculum decisions, long-
range planning, and similar 
kinds of group activities, we 
can take the initiative to in-
troduce value questions such 
as “cooperation versus compe-
tition” into the deliberations. 
(p.18)

Additionally, having a direc-
tor or lead faculty member posi-
tioned to represent the course or 
department in response to attacks 
is absolutely necessary. Respond-
ing in an ad hoc or committee 
fashion will surely lead to the 
slow dismantling of the course. 

Conclusion
Community is something that 
cannot be mandated or forced 
into creation, and the best com-
munities are ones that are the cre-
ation of the participants or inhab-
itants of the community. While 
there is no shortage of creative 
proposals for developing commu-
nity in the classroom, most of the 
suggestions call for the creation 
of community through the indi-
vidual efforts and abilities of the 
teacher. A better approach is to 
bring communities of faculty to-
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gether. Pooling the talents of fac-
ulty creates a meaningful learning 
environment for students and 
encourages greater dialogue and 
professional development among 
faculty. Adopting a collective ap-
proach to teaching is difficult. 
However, the benefits for the 
students and faculty outweigh 
the extra effort that is needed 

to bring such a course into be-
ing. The intent is not to suggest 
that the City I and City II courses 
described here need to be recre-
ated on other campuses, but their 
innovative approach to engaging 
faculty in collaborative teaching 
efforts merit consideration as a 
model. 
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