
Out of Crisi ,Opportunity 

\-\That is it tha t students canno t affo rd to miss in your fie ld of ~tudy? Thi is th~ 

very thought- provoking ques tion thal the pre~id (' nt o f ,\I verno College , S. Jocl Read , 

asked the facu lty to consider ill de partment disc ussions in I()lO . Alverno was 3t 3D 

illl portJnt cr ssroad~ in its mission :lnd purpose . Fur m:lny yea r~ previou~;ly, it was 

rcsponsi ble for Cd UGlting the School Sister s of Saint Fr~ncis, the relig iolls o rder th:lt 

founded the college. \Vhen t he order decided th;) t they wo uld adm it members to 

th e order only after they 11:1(1 gnduated from -()I lege , one o f [h primar)" missiom of 

the college di s;)ppeared, and enrol/ment cledined precipitously. I ' the college were 

to survive and th rive it needed a new rc,tson for being-and ,1 b,ts is o f i !1 ~p i r:Hion 

for reform dr:l wn from both wi thin the institution Jnd fro lll the best developments 

in contemporary higher educaLinn. 1n this context , Read thoug-h t it irnport<tnt that 

fa cu lty seriu sly consider the educJl i (lIl~ 1 purposcs of lht: in. lil Ur iol1 and the b test 

th inking in their disciplines . 

Th e discussions that ensued led to a signiJi.cant curriculum cha nge that affected 

thc Jl :1ture of both genenll education and le:trn ing in th e majors. \ very compelli ng 

aspect of thi ' reform is th,1t it is still thri ving today and h ,lS contribu ted :1 grea t dCll 

to the discourse Oil student learni ng in higher educJ I ion aro und the II odd . T he 

specific initial re form involved in tituti n - a cu rri cu lum Ihat requ ired all stud ent<; to 

demonstratc a se t o f le;)rn ing outcomes in order tu grad ua te from the college , but th e 

bigger story is the cu lture of learning thaI. h ,IS cmcrgen fr0111 that initi ~ I re j'()["Jl1 . Thi

ch:1pter, then , is dS much about sustain ing ;1I1d g rowing a rdortt l as it is about sr,lrting

one. 

It is also as much about the natu re and role o f the (acuity :1~ it is about cur

riculum itself. r\lve rno took up the cI allenge of forg ing;,) new workingle l1 nition of 

f<l culty roles and rewards. T he inLlge , the proli le, of wh~lt we thought \\ as esscnn:,1 

to being an effective educator, c\'n lved over !ime to be surc, hu t ·enain seeds were 

the re, that grew into more full blooming visions of an educator and more systematic 

frarn eworks for intentiona l faculty development. 

Our Ultimate Goal? "Learning-That asts" 

In t;)k.ing up, amplifyi ng, and broadening P residenr Read 's o rigil ,d qUl:S! ions 

over the last three decades, \lverno fa cult), and staff h:1\"e regu larly step ped b:tck 

from their dai ly work to reflectively x~Ill ine thl: dynamics of our ("u lture. vith the 

ultimate goal of improving ollr te:Khi ng pracric ' in t h "en·ice of fostering what 

is o ftcn called "lifelong learn ing" Thi h:Js occurn..:d in t.hree ways. The Il10re 

local snldy and ev,du ,ltiol1 o l- teaching and le~lrning. pani cu lflriy <It d1C cQur~e 

and depa rtment level , th;)t arc part ( f :my ongoi ng educalional entcrprise in <1 



particu l;'l r pi:Jct' . T he periodic program and i n~titutional evaluations hat are part of 

both forma l accreditation and specialla rgc r evaluative projec ls, in which oU 'ide or 

external informatio n Gcgin to inform practi ce. AnJ finally, and perhaps most signifi

can tly, a more compn.:hens ive scholarship of teaching and learning in relationsh ip to 

institutional cul ture in general, where we learn from our own studies and those of 

colleagues .]t other institu tions and bring those findings back to inform amlyses of 

questions on our campus. 

In our Illost recent comprehensive published S)11the -is of this culture of self

evaluation, Lem?"1illg Fbat Lasts (i\ len tko\'\·ski & Associa tes, 2000), WI:: ca lled these 

three sr;lncl poinrs o r posrurcs .ftfl1ldi1lg i71, standing beside, and standiJlg ({side our edu

ca tional practice. \ e developed ;'I n elllpirical analysis of how and whcn our campus 

and others successfully transform thell1selv s in an ongoing way to foster high levels 

o f students learning, and effectively document qui te spe 'ifically how an d when 

students lea rn ing is most strongly a product of thei r curricula. \Ve based this on nur 

own experience plus that of the mallY other institutions with \1' !J U Ill W ' have co llabo

rateu over the years in project teams and as consu!L<l l1ts. \\/e re pe;ltl:dl) found that 

successfu l campuses-those that teach well :lI1d produce stuuen t lea rn ing connected 

explicitly to the curricul um offered- have refl ected on thei r education :! l pr,1Ctices 

fro111 these three sorts of sta ndpo ints, regardless of what they called them , and used 

what they learned to improve their ov em ll cam pus perfor ma nce . 

I Iere are some more specific definitions of these staLl dpoints: 

Standing il1: D eveloping an integrated understanding of what kinds of !earning 

fra meworks, str:1tegi c~ , and stnietures work at one's own 'ampus, arri ved .I t through 

ana lyses of practice and campus docu menta tion. 

Standing beside: A 'ontinuing analysis of practice in pa rtner hip wilh other 

institutions that can shap one 's own trans o fi na rionaJ acts and f!,-uidelines of 

institu tional transformation. 

Standing a.iide: Ta il oring literature .mel practice review to spec ific al11 pus issu 'S 

(Mentkowsk i et.;'I!., pJ 66). 

As we describe below some o f the II ' in [c;llu rc~ o f \h'crno's cu l(U n..: th;ll e\·olvl.!d 

in re,-pol1 sc to Read's initial challenge, features th at ena ble us to sustain a transfor

ma tivc project over tim , }!O U wilt see c\ idence of us talking fron these tI nx: stand

points, shi fting back and fo rtll between \\hat we Ie, rned loca lly to \du t we learned 

from ot hers to what we le:1rned from l he schohl rship of higher cduc:lt io n, to make 

decisions about how to be more cffe 'l i\'e at what \\ e do. 
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