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2
Th e o r y  o f  C h a n g e

The theory of change that undergirds the model we offer here is 
based on a standard change cycle of plan, do, refl ect, act, with the 
foundational tenet that professional practice improvement requires 

the capacity for self-refl ection. Our theory of change assumes that a fac-
ulty member who is open to change, willing to engage in a dialogue with 
other professionals, able to integrate new strategies into ongoing practice, 
and motivated to use the information derived from practice as the basis 
for further inquiry is most likely to change his or her teaching successfully. 
Thus our change theory conceives of the fi rst step as mindfulness, when a 
professor becomes more focused and aware of his or her own actions and 
the actions of others in the teaching process (see Figure 2.1). The second 
step creates a level of metaperspective as the professor labels and categorizes 
key elements of his or her teaching practice. The third step is to become 
more intentional about the connection between actions in class and student 
responses to the actions at an appropriately granular level.1 This leads to the 
fourth, and perhaps most challenging, step in which the faculty member 
tries to change an action in the classroom that represents an innovation, 
adoption, or adaptation of a teaching strategy. The faculty member iter-
ates this process and evaluates the impact of the change in practice on stu-
dent learning, refl ecting on his or her own actions and engaging in inquiry 
with others. We believe that the opportunity to repeat these steps in the 
 community over time and with students in the classroom leads to profound 
and positive changes in teaching.
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32  TAKING COLLEGE TEACHING SERIOUSLY

The Five Critical Elements of a Pedagogical Practice 
Improvement Model

The literature on adult learning theory, social affordances of technology, 
computational social science, and online communities of practice constitute 
the foundational input for the pedagogical practice improvement model that 
is refl ected in this theory of change. However, the theory of change and the 
conceptual model we present here also refl ect the contributions of the two 
cohorts of faculty we worked with as action research partners as part of the 
GSCC project described in the introduction. Indeed, it is because of their 
collective contribution and that of our evaluation partners that we have the 
confi dence and drive to share the work.

The model we present in this book and refl ect in this theory of change 
rests on fi ve elements that we have come to understand are absolutely 
vital to an effective practice improvement process for faculty in higher 
education:
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Figure 2.1 Refl ective Pedagogy Practice Improvement Cycle
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THEORY OF CHANGE  33

1. Faculty learning refl ects academic culture. 
2. Professional learning is embedded in work.
3. Effective learning about one’s pedagogy is backed by evidence of personal 

engagement, changes in practice, and improvement in student learning.
4. Professional learning generates and uses data to make teaching visible.
5. The practice improvement process leverages the social affordances of tech-

nology to build community, establish a common cultural milieu and lan-
guage, and share and build professional knowledge.

Our theory of change acknowledges that college teaching is one of at 
least three major elements in the academic ecosphere that ultimately affect 
student learning success. The other two, institutional structures (e.g., advis-
ing systems and fi nancial support) and curricular structures (e.g., prereq-
uisites and course alignment) are often hard to move and are regulated in 
some way. Only pedagogy is (mostly) controlled by individual faculty behind 
closed classroom doors. Pedagogy is the one thing faculty can self-regulate, 
even when they are given a curriculum and told how to teach it.

Obviously no one currently teaching in higher education is a tabula 
rasa from a pedagogical standpoint. Faculty work within a realm of existing 
 knowledge and collective expertise. The following is an example of how Peter 
Adams, an English professor at Baltimore County Community College, 
Maryland, gives context to his teaching: 

Early on, I was much affected by the work of Sandra Perl, Nancy Sommers, 
and Flower and Hayes, and I continue to use their ideas about writing pro-
cesses to inform the way I organize my courses, with a lot of attention to 
pre-writing and even more to revision. In fact, for the fi rst paper each semes-
ter, my students do a lot of brainstorming and short writing to move them 
toward an idea they want to write about. And they revise their fi rst paper 
a minimum of four times, often more, in response to suggestions I make.

Even more of everyday practice, however, is born of accumulated teach-
ing experience. A math professor at Patrick Henry Community College 
in Virginia provides the following description of a useful tool invented by 
Bronte Miller, also a math professor at Patrick Henry:

One of my favorite (and easiest) mechanisms to encourage connections in 
class starts on the fi rst day of the semester. I give my students paper clocks 
and tell them that they must go around the room and make twelve appoint-
ments with twelve different classmates. When they make an appointment, 
I have them each share something about themselves. For example, I might 
tell them that they must tell each other their favorite  fl avor of ice cream. 
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34  TAKING COLLEGE TEACHING SERIOUSLY

I make the students keep their clocks all semester. Almost every day from 
then on, I come into class, put a time up on the projector and the stu-
dents must pair up with their appointment for the day. I tell the students 
to introduce themselves to their partners and tell them something about 
themselves (like which season of the year is their favorite and why). Then 
throughout the class period I have activities that students must do with 
their partners. I love my appointment clocks because every student gets 
paired with someone different every day, it’s a very fast and easy way to 
get the students paired, and my little “get to know you question” helps the 
students get acquainted. The pair activities during class also require the 
students to talk to each other to work out the math. I am always amazed 
and thrilled by what I overhear the students discuss while in their pairs. 
They stay on task (for the most part!) and really encourage each other. I 
hear them making dates to meet in our math lab after class for tutoring. I 
hear them giving each other tips on how to negotiate our homework soft-
ware. It’s great!

In full recognition of the personal and institutional contextual realities 
each college professor faces, we offer the following description of the fi ve ele-
ments that are the foundation of the pedagogy matters practice improvement 
model.

Reflects Academic Culture

Faculty members are notorious for resisting change. Peter Senge (2006) 
cautions, however, that resistance should be categorized as not only a force 
aligned against change but also the energy that is holding the center and 
therefore the only locus from which to instigate sustained organizational 
change. This is where most academic change strategies fail, because of a lack 
of appreciation for the values, habits, and aspirations of an organization 
(Katzenbach, Steffen, & Kronley, 2012). The literature has many examples 
of faculty refusing to participate in what are perceived as change processes 
(Tagg, 2012). In our work we explicitly reject the concept of faculty buy-in 
because that formulation describes a process whereby a third party creates 
something, and then the creators attempt to get faculty to buy the idea and 
implement it with energy and rigor. An effective professional development 
process is more appropriately animated by perceiving faculty culture as the 
foundation on which to enact an effective strategy rather than something to 
be fi nessed.

The model we describe uses faculty culture as its bedrock. It emphasizes 
faculty engagement as an expression of professional expertise, uses faculty 
autonomy as a wellspring of innovative energy, and emphasizes peer review 
and interaction as the highest form of rigorous improvement coaching.
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THEORY OF CHANGE  35

Strategies that not only appreciate a culture’s impact but also strategically 
employ the culture to advance an aspirational goal can maximize the energy 
in a system (Senge, 2006). A process for pedagogical improvement must 
incorporate faculty culture as a positive force for change and do so as fl exibly 
as possible. College teaching is a personal practice, honed by years of expe-
rience and guided by disciplinary, institutional, and departmental beliefs. 
This suggests that the uniqueness of faculty practice ultimately requires an 
improvement process customized to a market of one. This is not to suggest 
that all teaching activities are equally effective, but that the professional judg-
ment of faculty about when and where to apply these activities is a critical 
aspect of moving from theory to practice.

Embedded in Work

A central element of the principles of adult learning is learning gained 
through self-direction and application. The adult learner often pursues learn-
ing for a specifi c purpose. Most professional development opportunities for 
college professors are offered at conferences away from the Sturm und Drang 
of the college campus. The approach, even if dialogic, almost never occurs 
within the context of practice. How often do we hear about a teaching strat-
egy with real promise, close the journal or leave the conference room charged 
with enthusiasm for change but ultimately implement a pale version of the 
practice as time intervenes? This is even true of workshops and courses. Most 
professional development focused on teaching becomes a one-off, a time of 
interaction with ideas or colleagues that remains largely in the realm of the 
theoretical.

The close practical guidance embedded in professional development in 
many other professions, such as the lawyer or the surgeon or the accountant 
conducting professional work alongside other professionals and where the 
work itself is examined and explored, has heretofore been off limits to col-
lege professors. The hundreds of thousands of college classrooms are closed 
spaces, with neither a history nor a habit of review focused on professional 
advancement in teaching.

The practice improvement model we offer capitalizes on technology to 
enable a faculty member to integrate professional development into a nor-
mal workday, infuse practice with refl ection, and give autonomy to choose 
with greater intentionality where and how to improve. Detailed evidence 
of one’s teaching practice reinforces the interplay between theory and prac-
tice, between experimentation and refi nement, and between the ideal and 
the all-too-messy reality of a college classroom. It provides a context for the 
close examination of a specifi c class of students. Incorporating a professional 
development process into weekly teaching practice gives a faculty member a 
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36  TAKING COLLEGE TEACHING SERIOUSLY

new instrument in the arsenal of strategies. In the same way the microscope 
gave scientists a new perspective on the world, we offer a tool that hands 
professors information about the interaction between their own actions and 
student responses, and ultimately opens up new vistas in student learning. 
Integrating refl ective practice into the ongoing fl ow of a semester makes the 
tacit explicit and sharpens focus and intentionality in those moments of fac-
ulty-student interaction that make a difference.

Backed by Evidence

Most attempts to improve the effectiveness of college as it pertains to col-
lege students look at student outcome data. Measures vary and may answer 
any of a number of questions: Did the student pass the course? Pass a com-
mon examination? Stay in college? Pass a national certifi cation examination? 
Show improvement via a cumulative assessment test such as the Classroom 
Assessment Scoring System? Transfer grades or fi nd a job in his or her fi eld? 
In addition to these measures, there is increasing thoughtfulness and thor-
oughness among some college administrators in the collection and examina-
tion of evidence of deeper student learning, such as those who use authentic 
student work accumulated in ePortfolios for outcome assessments (Arcario, 
Bret, Klages, & Polnariev, 2013).

We suggest two ways evidence should be used in practice improvement in 
teaching. First, have a suffi ciently detailed common language so that descrip-
tions of what is occurring in the teaching delivery process can be identifi ed. 
In our work we use a closed authoritative set of tags, or descriptive labels, to 
provide this. If tagging provides the shared language for substantive dialogue, 
evidence of student learning provides data points for grounded discussion. 
Thus, we consider it essential for faculty to use a common language to review 
and codify what they did in class. Second, secure evidence of actual student 
work in response to their teaching. Such evidence includes artifacts of student 
learning as captured in formative assessments via classroom assessment tech-
niques (CATs; Angelo & Cross, 1993), because information on changes in 
student learning that can be tied to faculty practice can infl uence adaptation 
and change in a refl ective practice experience. Further, tagging faculty prac-
tice provides organization of the content of teaching behaviors and a basis 
for content curation, which builds the value of the evidence, allowing for 
synthesis and making the evidence not just searchable but understandable.

Evidence of improvement in faculty teaching, however, is not commonly 
captured. As Randy Bass (2012a) has noted, researchers are unlikely to 
attempt to understand how and why something was learned, which is as true 
for the impact of professional development activities on faculty learning as it 
is for student learning. In the rare instances where professional development 
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is delivered over several time periods, the element of practice in vivo in which 
faculty members have tools to watch themselves or one another is rare. With 
the exception of instances where faculty videotape themselves (usually in a 
single time frame), there are few instances of faculty having access to data 
that gives them evidence of their teaching practice.

To be effective, professional development for faculty should make prac-
tice improvement changes substantive by collecting evidence of not only a 
professor’s understanding of a pedagogical concept but also how he or she 
has put that understanding into practice and, most important, how it has 
worked with his or her teaching style and for his or her students.

Makes Teaching Visible

Faculty members need all the support possible to sort through how and why 
their teaching strategies help students to learn. Patterns are one strategy to 
condense multiple sources of data into something humans can comprehend. 
We focus on patterns because everything that endures through time, space, 
and context rests on a pattern. We are most familiar with the expressions of 
patterns, whether it is the pattern of stripes on an animal hide that signals 
tiger or the data points that express a Mandelbrot fractal. Patterns are ways 
to abstract and summarize complex input, and visualization of those patterns 
helps a practitioner understand interactional data. Patterns support faculty 
understanding of who they are as teachers and offer a way to see their practice 
in a holistic and detailed manner.

The challenge of identifying causality is made even more complex by the 
adaptive requirements of college teaching. Diana Laurillard (2008a) has said 
that college teaching is not rocket science; it is much harder because there is 
nothing in teaching to rely on as the basis for taking action that parallels, for 
example, the constancy of the known rules of physics. We fi nd that making 
practice visible by displaying aggregated pedagogical data in the form of pat-
terns is a potent way for faculty to understand and investigate pedagogy and 
to customize their change strategies.

Leverages Social Affordances

The importance of community for faculty is evident in the literature 
 (Hutchings, 1998; Hutchings & Schulman, 1999). Practice improvement 
needs to tap this peer-to-peer aspect of faculty culture. It is a key element of 
our model and has the ancillary benefi ts of ensuring scalability and sustain-
ability. The critical requirements of an online professional practice improve-
ment community are e-dialogue, sharing and adapting ideas and materials, 
and collaborative problem solving among peers. We believe, therefore, that 
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38  TAKING COLLEGE TEACHING SERIOUSLY

social interaction is foundational to any effective strategy to support college 
faculty. The interaction, however, must go beyond sharing and occur within 
a structure that supports a rigorous examination of one’s actions, comments 
by peers, and support to change.

A Word About Technology

Technology makes the model we have developed possible. It is not impos-
sible to record and even tag a lesson refl ection and attach a formative assess-
ment off-line, but two critical features are almost impossible to include in an 
off-line environment. One is peer-to-peer and coach-to-peer commenting, 
which is necessarily an asynchronous activity each person completes accord-
ing to his or her personal schedule. The other is the evolving pedagogical 
pattern, which is automatically recorded and adjusted as the faculty work 
unfolds over time. As we present the model in the ensuing chapters we expli-
cate the supporting role technology plays in each part of the process.

The pedagogy matters practice improvement model thus attempts to 
connect several lines of critical inquiry and research. It presumes that pro-
fessional development for faculty must incorporate adult learning theory, 
maximize the affordances of technology for social interaction and commu-
nity building, and rely on new conceptual frameworks that emerge from 
approaches such as computational social science. The pedagogy matters 
model builds further by incorporating fi ve foundational elements particu-
larly responsive to college faculty. Namely, the model grows out of a faculty 
culture that prizes scholarship and autonomy, integrates learning with the 
work of teaching itself, creates an evidentiary basis through formative assess-
ment, and makes teaching visible to a community of peers who help one 
another achieve professional improvements. Technology is a thread through-
out the theory of change, but basic human parameters of refl ection, setting 
goals, feedback, and experimentation animate the system of professional 
development and improvement.

Note

1.  Laurillard’s (2012) conversational framework presents a more complex picture in examin-
ing what occurs in a classroom and represents the teacher in dialogue with a learner and 
each learner in dialogue with other learners and the materials of the class. It is why she says, 
“College teaching is not rocket science. It is much, much harder” (p. 5). 
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