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Underlying the many calls for transformation in higher education are diverse pressures for change that point toward greater homogenization.  Skepticism over escalating costs, louder calls for accountability and other regulatory functions, market pressures on institutions themselves, public policy demands for K – 16 seamlessness and cost-effective articulation and transfer, an increased push for work force preparation as the primary mission of higher education, and the potentially leveling effects of technology are just some of the economic forces pushing higher education toward greater economic efficiency.  
These external pressures for transformation are considerable.  Coupled with them, a range of vexing internal issues confronts academic communities with the need to rethink who we serve and how we serve them: a stunningly diverse student body and the associated commitments to access and success, the need to prepare students for a future that we cannot even fully imagine, and the push and pull on many campuses between a growing sense that our institutional structures, from departments to curricula, may not match the new directions we need to take – a disconnect that chafes against a fierce attachment to institutional and disciplinary traditions.  Internally, the push toward transformation and change is more strongly felt in some areas than others, but collectively, there is a sense of destabilization and flux.  Academic institutions are essentially conserving by nature, often making them more reactive than proactive in embracing change.  This paper explores the ways in which a partnership model among a group of colleges individually committed to progressive, innovative education has helped to leverage their ability to effect productive change.  The argument is that a profound sense of isolation characterizes the daily experience of faculty members and institutions.  This isolation makes envisioning and carrying out change difficult, while often casting engagement with others as defensive and self-protective.  This all-too-human reaction takes place in particular when people feel threatened or undermined – as in the external climate described here, or when they feel insecure – as in the internal climate also described.  The collaborative partnership of a consortium can provide the deep levels of engagement and learning that make transformation possible every step of the way.  Moreover, it allows for proactive, constructive, self-directed change that enhances institutional distinctiveness even in the face of pressures pushing for homogenization.
The Consortium for Innovative Environments in Learning

The Consortium for Innovative Environments in Learning (CIEL) came together in 2001 through a substantial grant from the Fund for Improving Post-Secondary Education.  The consortium was composed of relatively like-minded campuses, particularly in their shared philosophy of progressive education and commitments to highly student-centered, heavily collaborative teaching and learning, experimentation, innovation, and interdisciplinary and experiential learning.  They are schools whose history and practice indicated a willingness to take risks, schools that have taken leadership positions in higher education that involved advancing their practice beyond campus borders, while maintaining a certain humility about their role.  However, they are also schools that are different enough so that faculty, staff, and administrators could learn from each other.  Initial member schools are Alverno College, Daemen College, The Evergreen State College, Fairhaven College of Western Washington University, Hampshire College, New College, Pitzer College, and, until its demise, Arizona International College of  the University of Arizona.  The consortium is currently engaged in inviting additional members to bring the total membership up to approximately 15 institutions, a number small enough to preserve the social capital developed over the last three years but large enough to have fuller representation of the wealth of progressive schools, old and new.  

The initial goals were both pragmatic and lofty.  They included:

· faculty and student exchanges, 
· participation on each other’s accreditation teams to help ensure sympathetic and knowledgeable reviews, 
· availability of a cadre of knowledgeable consultants, 
· deep sharing of best practices, 
· shared resources for greater economic efficiency, 
· outreach to the larger higher education community.  
Over its brief history, most of these goals have been realized to a greater or lesser extent.  Consortium members meet annually in the fall on a member campus with a conference theme that reflects the signature work of the host campus.  A memorandum of agreement regarding student and faculty exchanges has been executed and students, in particular, are beginning to take advantage of it.  This year the consortium will sponsor a meeting at Alverno College on narrative evaluation and e-portfolios to expand on a point of interest that emerged at the most recent fall meeting.  What is envisioned as an annual spring symposium featuring student work will take place for the first time this spring at New College, with student presentations telecast in real-time to each campus.  A field school in and about the Southwest is in the planning stages.  Increasingly, courses are being developed and advertised among all the member schools, using a consortium website: cielearn.org.  The web site itself is being refined as a tool not just for consortium members but as an archive of the consortium’s intellectual capital that is of interest to educators.   An executive director has been appointed to provide leadership in planning and carrying out consortial projects.
More importantly, the meaning of collaboration has been fine-tuned and projects have taken shape to respond to emergent opportunities or to capitalize on strong points of common interest.  The evolution of these developments and their impact on campus transformation are best understood in terms of faculty development, student opportunities, curriculum expansion, and institutional impact.

Faculty Development:

If any campus group feels particularly isolated from their colleagues, even on their own campus, it’s the faculty.  Senior faculty recognize that the increasing size of our institutions and the increasing and multi-faceted workload has virtually eradicated the easy, informal collegiality that they remember from their early career; junior faculty juggle the many requirements for earning tenure with starting families and sometimes even holding a second job as they struggle financially to stretch a beginning salary. Though faculty roles and responsibilities are changing, sometimes quite dramatically, younger faculty often find that their highly specialized, research-oriented graduate preparation did not prepare them for the kinds of professional responsibilities at the heart of institutions that focus most explicitly and comprehensively on student learning.  The more progressive the institution, the greater the challenge for young faculty to adapt to a teaching environment they have often never experienced.  In fact, one of the benefits of the consortium has been a sharing of approaches to hiring and assisting new faculty in ways that reflect the values and principles fundamental to the participating institutions.
One of the most salutary effects for faculty of the CIEL campuses has been the chance to talk with colleagues within one’s own institution and across institutions in unusually open and honest ways about one’s work.  A consortium is only as good as it the collaboration it makes possible, and CIEL has worked hard to make collaboration the centerpiece of its way of doing business.  With steady encouragement to use this collaborative environment creatively, faculty have become energized by imagining ways to reach across institutional boundaries to create research and teaching opportunities with new colleagues. 
Although it is an ongoing challenge to bring large numbers of faculty from multiple campuses together, progress to date suggests that the consortium has developed a discourse that allows open discussion of strengths in the context of what we need to learn to do better.  Initially, common concerns were more about the mechanics of faculty and institutional work, such as handling narrative evaluation and managing narrative transcripts, making the most of resources, figuring out the complexities of inter-institutional student exchanges.  As our work has continued, though, these discussions have deepened into more sustained inquiries into making student learning more robust.  As faculty learn more about the other CIEL schools, they can better envision the advantages for students of a semester in a different environment with a different student body.  
Given the consortium’s mission to foster exchange and collaboration among experimenting institutions, the consortium has begun to have a legitimizing effect on experimentation because it takes place in a welcoming environment composed of respected peer institutions.  Nowhere has the effect of this context been more evident than at Daemen College, an institution that began its history with CIEL as an institution that saw in the consortium a great opportunity to initiate innovations on its campus by learning from the other CIEL institutions.  In a very short time, Daemen has substantially transformed itself into a highly student-centered institution characterized by significant interdisciplinary work, learning communities, service learning, a newly globalized curriculum, clearly articulated educational outcomes and criteria for measurement, and a revamped general education program.  Thus, the more public we make our practice, the more accountable we become to making the practice good, rather than simply talking about it in self-congratulatory and image-enhancing ways.  The more demands we place on ourselves – not just to do more but to do better – the more we engage with the project of sustaining innovation and transformation.
Student Opportunities

CIEL’s initial goal for students was to open member campuses to students through exchanges lasting as much as a year.  The benefits to students are abundant: moving for a time from a private to a public college or vice verse, experiencing vastly different campus cultures and different political and socio-economic milieus, living in a different geographical region, taking advantage of curricular opportunities and faculty expertise not present on the home campus, developing a rich comparative perspective, and so on.  Operationalizing this goal has been difficult, however; first because faculty initially did not know enough about the CIEL peer institutions to advise students about relevant programs or courses, and second because obstacles posed by local registration systems proved more difficult to negotiate than anyone initially realized.  Further, the geographical challenges for students of limited means, working students, or students with families make temporary relocation difficult or impossible no matter how attractive the idea.  Exchanges are not being abandoned, all the necessary agreements are in place, and a handful of students are beginning to take advantage of the program.  However, the difficulties of the process have made the idea somewhat less of a signature feature of the consortium than was first imagined.

What has become more feasible is greater use of technology to enable students to enroll in a single course at another institution and to do team-taught course sharing across two institutions.  As faculty have met their peers, and perhaps more importantly, as students have met faculty at other CIEL schools, there is more excitement about these possibilities.  The first such “exchange” developed at last fall’s annual meeting at Evergreen.  A Fairhaven student interested in the Holocaust met an Alverno professor who was teaching a spring course on the subject, followed by a summer trip to death camp sites in Europe.  Not only did the student enroll in the Alverno course via videoconferencing and email, she took on added responsibilities as a research and teaching assistant because she had more advanced background than the Alverno students were likely to have.  CIEL has had a history of capitalizing on serendipity, and each time students, faculty, and administrators get together, new possibilities take shape.
The most powerful contribution to student development – the role of the consortium in building student leadership – has likewise come out of taking advantage of the moment.  Early on, CIEL created an on-line student journal.  The journal is “published” annually and gives students opportunities to present their creative and scholarly work to real audiences.  The journal can be viewed on the CIEL website.  The consortium’s spring symposium for student research is the next iteration of providing students with rich opportunities to engage others in scholarly practices – to teach them about the academy’s role in knowledge-making by providing venues to engage in it actively.  Two students from each institution will attend the symposium to present their work; the symposium will be telecast to the CIEL campuses as part of an academic festival at each site.  The on-line journal and the symposium are both efforts to build multi-campus student dialogues that are anchored in academic work, giving students practice in public presentation and debate involving a wide audience in connection with the academic projects that have been the centerpiece of a semester’s or even a year’s research.

At student-centered institutions such as the CIEL schools, students play a key role in driving change.  Students were quick to embrace the possibilities of the consortium and eager to take part in its development.  They envisioned a role for themselves as liaisons to their local student body, leading to positions as student campus coordinators who partner with faculty coordinators to carry out work in strategic planning, community-building and outreach, program and event planning, disseminating information, and carrying out the many tasks needed to make things happen. Taking forward the work of developing student leadership has become a key thrust of the consortium’s mission.  
Impacts on the Curriculum
The impacts on faculty translate into impacts on each campus’s curriculum.  On a larger scale, though, the mindset is beginning to shift to regard the totality of the CIEL schools’ course offerings as a macro-curriculum, in keeping with the thinking behind the original grand design of student and faculty exchanges.  Glimpsing the possibilities for using technology to enable to students to enroll for courses at other CIEL schools began this transformation.  Creating consortium-wide field school courses for our developing site in the southwest and opening other study abroad programs to all consortium students has also begun to generate a kind of macro-curriculum.  Since innovation usually occurs on the margins, this level of institutional transformation will be one of the most difficult to achieve, but the “early adopters” of new course-taking and course-creating patterns seem likely to bring these activities to the center.
Institutional Impacts
From the start, outreach to institutions outside CIEL members has been a core goal.  The current membership-expansion initiative is one way to extend the dialogue, strengthening each member school through its affiliation with the others and broadening the base for this collaboration.  The consortium formed in part because the founders believed that these progressive institutions had something vital to contribute to the national conversation on higher education.  Most are the survivors of the educational reform movement of the late 1960’s.  While none has remained static in the 40 or so years since their founding, they continue their foundational dedication to individualized, student-centered learning, intellectual integration, interdisciplinary study, non-hierarchical democratic governance, experimentation and risk-taking, and deep collaboration as a way of teaching, learning, and operating.  
Given today’s political and social context for higher education as described in the opening of this paper, these values and practices seem more important today than ever.  In fact, these are campuses that stand as highly cost-effective models of thoughtful assessment and deep learning in a climate where calls for economic efficiency often seem to compromise these core educational values.  It is not surprising, for example, that some CIEL members have scored very highly on the National Survey of Student Engagement and have been featured in the ensuing research project, Documenting Effective Educational Practice.  In addition to broadening the base of CIEL members, CIEL representatives have been regular contributors to national higher education meetings and maintain strong ties with a variety of national initiatives and policy groups.  A continuing goal is to make our ideas and practices accessible to the broader educational community while the CIEL campuses continue to work on significant new questions.  Sharing intellectual resources has always been the strength of American higher education.  The CIEL experience suggests that deeper institutional learning requires the sustained contact of partnership with other campuses to really make a difference.   
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