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The learning community movement, such as it is, is not a response to one problem in
higher education: it is a response to a whole complex of issues and the fundamental
issues identified by'the national reports. It's really a vehicle of response for all of those
problems. It is not isolating one problem, nor is it a reform effort like the competencybased movement or intern-based education or anything like that. It is a vehicle for
responding to a whole cluster of fundamental ills besetting higher education today.
The concept of learning communities is not a rigid one: there are a great variety of ways
in which learning communities can be conceived. The successful ones are all adaptations
to the peculiar context of this or that institution.
There are at least seven different issues to which the learning community movement is a
response. The first, and most important, which Ernie Boyer addresses in his recent book
on the state of colleges and universities in the country, is the mismatched expectations
of students and faculty as to what should be going on in undergraduate education. In
brief, what faculty members are rewarded to do well is quite different from what many
good undergraduates are expecting in the classroom.
Two of the most damaging aspects of this mismatch are central concerns of the learning
community movement. One is the unrewarding and wasteful mismatch of a researchoriented, discipline-focused faculty with a career-oriented student body lacking an
academic heritage. The second central concern is the mismatch between a noninterventionist pedagogy with the fundamental passivity of the student body, which I will
later reason is, in large measure, iriduced by our structures.
So Boyer and others will argue for the necessity for some mediating structures -something which will help the students move closer to what the faculty is expecting and
vice-versa, for more effective communication. But as it stand now, there is not only an
extraordinary mismatch, but one that descends and deteriorates into an extraordinary
waste of resources, with very little interaction.
The second fundamental ill to which the learning communities respond is the inadequate
amount of intellectual interaction between faculty and students, and between students and
students. If there is a single finding in the research of higher education that can really
stand the test of unsympathetic scrutiny, it's the one that relates frequency and kind of
interaction with the success of the student body. And yet, in most institutions, even
comparatively small ones, interaction between faculty and students is infrequent, and

too often limited to term papers and examinations which are frequently, themselves, too
mechanical and routinized to have significant educational impact.
Any reform movement which is based on expensive assumptions is going to fail, and
some people have so interpreted the learning community movement-- Sandy Astin does
this in what he has written, that the learning community movement is a "movement
toward smallness." If it were a movement toward smallness, it would become a very
expensive movement, and for that reason would not have great impact. My feeling is that
the communities are more like laboratories, which need to be experienced once, rather
than a way of restructuring a whole college curriculum.
The third fundamental ill to which the learning communities is responding is the lack of
relationship or coherence among most of the courses taken by the student outside his or
her major. The individual, isolated course, standing on its own and too often created out
of the research interests of the professor, deprives the students and the teacher of the
widest system of coherent curricular support which would relate the fragmented
disciplines to each other and reinforce the significance of what is being taught. That lack
of coherence -- I think we understand what it does to the student -- but few people have
focused on what it does to the teacher. It deprives the teacher of a support system. Most
of the names that we would mention in a contemporary philosophy course you hear only
in that course and no place else. Likewise, for most any other discipline. There is not a
coherent set of reinforcing values and foci.
The fourth ill to which the learning communities are responding is the lack of resources
and opportunities for faculty development. It is understandable that those resources are
no longer available. We have to find ways of internal reallocation to make it possible for
faculty to continue to grow.
The fifth ill to which the learning communities are responding is the growing
complexity and interdependence of the problems we face with our disciplines --the
problems we are trying to solve. Symbolized by events like Love Canal and Three Mile
Island, the unmanageability and incomprehensibility of contemporary events underline
the need for an additional set of skills in the educated person. As John Kemmeny,
former president of Dartmouth and Chairman of President Carter's Commission
investigating the Three Mile Island disaster said, "We desperately need individuals who
can pull together knowledge from a wide variety of fields and integrate it in one mind.
We are in an age where we are facing problems that no one discipline can solve. What
we'd like our best students to be able to do is to walk in on a problem, a problem they
know nothing at all about, and by working hard, in six months' time become fairly
expert at it." He said "fairly expert", not "expert." My feeling is that unless we can do
that, then democracy will fail. Unless we can train people to become fairly expert, at
least expert enough to participate in decisions, then we are going to be relying on
experts to make decisions for everybody.
The sixth problem to which the learning communities are responding is the noncompletion rate in colleges and universities which has reached alarming proportions.

Only half of the students who start college with the intention of getting a bachelor's
degree actually attain this goal. The learning communities have had extraordinary impact
on retention. It hasn't been studied in every one of the institutions where the
communities exist. But at SUNY-Stony Brook the normal retention rate in the freshman
year was 55 per cent; in the learning communities it was 95 per cent.
And the last problem to which the learning communities respond is shrinking budgets, a
professional reward system, and internal patterns of resource allocation which reinforce
and perpetuate the dominance of all the previous six structural flaws. What flows from
this is that we need administrative leadership which will do something to counteract the
pattern of reinforcing destructive or non-productive behavior.
That's the set of problems to which the learning communities are responding. And, again,
my fundamental point--my first point--is that the learning communities are a vehicle of
moving on all of those fronts at once. They are not nearly a response to one problem, and
certainly not an attempt to make education based on a small scale -- valuable as that is.
Now, I want to talk about the learning communities and, not so much how they respond
(I'm not going to review the whole structure, you have that in your hands) but what are
the fundamental things which they are trying to do (philosophically fundamental)? If we
try to isolate one factor as underlying all of those six structural flaws, I think the one
which we would isolate is the fragmentation of the disciplines and departments and of the
people. The atomism -- the social atomism, the structural atomism -- which isolates
people and enterprises from each other.
I tell two brief stories about the way my thinking was influenced to go in this direction.
One concerns an undergraduate student I knew while I was director of undergraduate
studies and philosophy in the summertime. She was taking a course in behaviorism from
10:00 to 1:00 and a course in existentialism from 1:00 to 4:00. And she was pulling A's
in both courses. In the behaviorism course -- this was pure Skinner -- she was learning
about the .67 predictability of human behavior and of the illusory character of
consciousness and intentions and certainly of their insignificance in explaining human
behavior. In the philosophy course, which was focused on the early Sartre, she was
learning that we are ultimately free, even to the point of being able to define the meaning
of our pasts.
I asked her which course was right. She said, "What do you mean?"
I said, "If you had to choose between the two courses, which one would you choose?"
She said, "I like the psychology teacher better."
I said , “That’s not what I'm asking. Which one is correct? Which one is correct about
the nature of our human being?" And she said, "I'm getting A's in both courses."
The other story which I tell about the need for a different sort of structure concerns a
colleague of mine, who was teaching philosophy at Stony Brook and whose students

were not terribly responsive for a variety of reasons. And he began to feel that he could
say anything, and the students would write it down. So one day he decided to test that
and, in a manner paralleling what the student was hearing in two different courses, he
said virtually opposite things from one day to the next. And the students kept writing
them down. And he came to the conclusion that no one cared what he was saying. Not
only the students with whom he was spending his time, but none of his colleagues knew
what he was saying or thinking either. He left the profession, saying that it was a
profession devoted to talking and thinking, but no one was listening.
When we start to respond to that set of ills and to the ills underlying both of those stories,
the fundamental structural move is to link related enterprises and to make structural
changes which release, for faculties and students, the powers of human association.
Dewey, among other people, has stressed that in our individualistic age we have
forgotten about the powers of human association--what happens when you put people
together.
For example, the stimulation of thought, the exposure to diversity, the need to clarify
one's own thinking in the community. And he, among others, has suggested that it is
revolutionary to make structural changes which release the power of human association.
It is common to coordinated studies, to clusters and linked courses, and to the federated
learning communities, to put people with related interests together and give them time
and space -- real time and real space -- to learn from each other. You are releasing the
capacity of people to learn from each other, and it is as simple as that, what we are after.
How you give them real time and real space will vary in different administrative
contexts. But I emphasize that a structural change is necessary which actually puts at
peoples' disposal real time and real space which is rewarded, and which is there to be
used for the sake of learning from each other, learning from diverse perspectives.
Now, you may say, "Doesn't the university or the college have real time and real space to
learn from each other? Isn't it set up that way?" And my answer is, “NO. It is set up to
discourage communication across boundaries, and is even set up to discourage people
from having time to talk to each other." So, fundamental to all of these movements is
building -- into the ordinary time and space, the regular time and space of the people
within the institution -- the opportunity to work together, to learn from each other, and to
release the powers of human association.
If you state it simply, it seems obvious and easy to do. Because we have been living in
too isolated and atomistic a fashion, you simply have to go about it in a dogged fashion.
If you create those opportunities and make them real, and reward them, then a
tremendous gush of creativity comes forth and people start to learn again, and to feel
excited about their work.

