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Chapter 1:  Introduction. What is Taking Flight? 

In a nutshell, Taking Flight is a practical, hands-on, evidence-based and systematic approach to 

supporting educational developers (and related roles) in their efforts to start, revitalize, grow and 

sustain a center for teaching or learning (or similar unit); on their respective college or university 

campuses.   



The Taking Flight approach emphasizes elevating educational development to the level of the 

organization and how we can think intentionally about the roles we play in fostering teaching 

and learning communities at institutions with a wide range of missions and culture.  

Where did Taking Flight come from?  

Four educational developers walk into a bar.  This may sound like the set up for a corny joke, but 

instead it served as the very real beginnings of the Taking Flight project.  The authors happened 

to find themselves sitting together after a day of sessions at a national conference on educational 

development. A few of us knew each other, some better than others, but it was the first time we 

had all four sat down and talked.  What we determined is that we did not seem to have much in 

common—at least not at first. One of us had recently switched institutions to start a new center 

for teaching and learning; another was leading a long-standing center that had recently had to 

undergo a significant revitalization; a third had founded her center over a decade ago, but felt it 

needed to find new directions; and a fourth had been consulting with international institutions on 

how to establish and sustain centers for teaching and learning.   

Educational developers are highly trained to practice empathy and search for common 

ground; so it is perhaps not surprising that we began to find connections and feel much less 

alone. As these things seem to happen at conferences, we started to get excited about the 

possibilities for pooling our hard-earned experiences into a single pot of cumulative wisdom.  

The fire of idealism burned ever brightly, and together we became committed to paying forward 

the lessons we had learned. Our voices got more animated; our hand gestures more dramatic; 

drawings were made on cocktail napkins; language was drafted. Somewhere around midnight in 

a medium-sized city in the American Midwest, Taking Flight took flight.  Since that time, we 

have since spent several years honing the model by scouring the literature; editing our materials, 



hosting workshops and now, bringing what we have created to you in the form of this book.  

Cheers.  

You are Not Alone—Your Institution  

Is your institution looking to found, revitalize, sustain, or reframe the work of its center for 

teaching and learning (or similar unit)?  Then you are not alone.  

As a field, faculty development started in the 1950s. In the United States, the first generation of 

centers for teaching and learning (CTLs) started popping up in the 1960s, with the primary 

mission of serving as a bridge between a growing body of research on teaching and learning, 

much of it coming out of psychology and education, and the faculty (Lewis, 1996; Ouellett, 

2010).   As the number of centers proliferated, so did the number of people working in the field, 

culminating in the creation of the Professional and Organizational Development (POD) Network, 

now the leading professional organization for educational developers in the United States 

(Ortquist‐Ahrens, 2016).  A similar pathway defines the historical trajectory of educational 

development in other countries; culminating in the creation of a number of national 

organizations, all of whom work together through the International Consortium for Educational 

Development (ICED) (Lewis & Kristensen, 1997). Among other roles, these organizations serve 

as advocates for the value of educational development.  

Along with a growing volume of research in teaching and learning transformation (the 

basis for evidence-based practice), this advocacy led to sustained expansion. By the 1980s, it had 

become commonplace for universities of all shapes, sizes, and missions to designate people, 

resources, and spaces to the pursuit of educational development (Murray, 2002).  Today, it is 

estimated that there are over 3,000 Center for Teaching and Learning (CTLs, or similar units) in 



the United States alone. Over the years, individual CTLs have closed, scaled back, expanded, 

integrated, combined….you name it, all in response to changes in campus culture.  Even beyond 

the walls of campus, we all work in a very dynamic sector of the economy---higher education is 

currently undergoing a period of the most rapid change it has experienced since (arguably) the 

eighteenth century.  If there is one certainty, it is that the role of educational development; and 

the centers that shepherd its principle and practices; will continue to evolve (Land, 2001; Gibbs, 

2013).  

Speaking of evolution, let’s take a minute to talk about nomenclature.  In the early years 

of the field in the United States, the most common term for what we do was “faculty 

development.” This reflected our emphasis on the role of the teacher, as well as our focus on 

working with individuals (Sorcinelli, Austin & Eddy, 2006). While we began primarily by doing  

one-on-one consultants, our role has significantly expanded since then, both in terms of scale and 

scope. In recognition of this expanding scope, leaders in the field have suggested that we change 

our name.  In countries such as the UK and Australia, the preferred term that has emerged is 

“academic development” and in the United States, “educational development”.  Both are 

umbrella terms for a myriad of practices including instructional, professional, personal and 

organizational development; as well as work ranging from partnerships with faculty, programs, 

colleges, communities and campuses (Leibowitz, 2014; Little, 2013).  Regardless of what we do, 

who we do it for, or what we call it, our core remains focused on fostering flourishing 

communities of teaching and learning (Felten, Kalish, Pingree & Plank, 2007).  

You are Not Alone---Your Career  

The shift towards the broader umbrella of educational development is indicative of a number of 

changes to the field; including our demographics.  As the number of CTLs has expanded, so has 



the number of people who do educational development for a living, including, of course, you.  

Although our numbers are growing, you may still feel like you are by yourself. It is not 

uncommon for educational developers to be the only one (or one of a few) serving in such a role 

on their campus; a condition we refer to as being “organizationally lonely” in particular for 

‘centers-of-one’.  Our organizational loneliness can be compounded by what scholars call our 

liminal state, meaning that we tend to operate somewhere between the level of course and whole 

campus and hold positions between the level of faculty member and senior administrator (Green 

& Little, 2013; Little & Green 2012).  

 Speaking of working between the levels of faculty and senior administrator, the majority 

of us who work in this field cut our teeth, so to speak, as faculty members before moving into the 

educational development.   If this description does not apply to you, there’s no need to worry. 

The pathways into our profession have always been diverse and seem to be getting more so as 

we expand (McDonald & Stockley, 2008).  For example, we are seeing a growing percentages of 

educational developers who are joining our ranks straight out of graduate school, a phenomenon 

that has led to our work often being cited as a vital part of the emerging Alt-AC (which stands 

for alternative academic career) movement (Abbot & Gravett, 2017).  There are also a small, but 

growing percentage of us who come from other professions, including positions outside of 

academia. With or without a PhD, we represent a wide range of disciplinary backgrounds, with a 

slight preponderance for humanities and education (at least in the United States), but there are 

almost no disciplines that are not represented somewhere in our ranks (Green & Little, 2016). 

What you studied in graduate school (or taught as a faculty member or learned from experience 

in the workplace) is less important than what you choose to do with it. 



 It is not always easy to define who we are and what we do. Because of the diversity of 

pathways and professions into and within our profession, there is an emerging field of study that 

examines our collective identity and how we navigate and develop our individual roles over time 

(Manathunga, 2006).  It is not uncommon for educational developers to have multiple identities, 

as we may continue to serve as faculty or hold other administrative posts simultaneously 

(Winter, 2009). In some ways, educational developers are jacks of all trades, as we usually work 

across multiple disciplines and are expected to have expertise in a wide range of teaching and 

learning topics; while at the same time we seek to be recognized for our deep mastery of a 

specific field, e.g. evidence-based practice in teaching and learning (Green & Little, 2017).  As 

we continue to shift towards a focus on organizational development, more and more of us are 

including leader not just as a role, but also as part our identity.    

You are Not Alone-- Your Challenge  

If you are reading this book, it is likely because you either currently serve in or are about to be 

thrust into a position of leadership on your campus.  

As an educational developer, you are likely familiar with the old chestnut that faculty 

claim to have been thrown into teaching without having had any previous preparation for doing 

so. Graduate programs, the story goes, train faculty to be researchers, not teachers. While we 

know that this is becoming less the case, especially with the continued rise of impressive 

graduate student development programs at many research universities; the story has served a 

constructive purpose as an impetus towards the creation of such programs; as well as others 

designed to fill this gap in professional development and pathways.  

We are seeing a similar dynamic within our own field. Faculty are being asked to take on 

the role of educational developers without having any previous preparation for doing so. Their 



prior experience has trained them to be teachers and scholars, not staff or administrators.   In the 

early years, CTLs primarily served as support units; the relevant research could be mastered 

relatively easily; and little additional training seemed necessary.  That has certainly changed.  

The research on teaching, learning, professional development and higher education has gone 

from a trickle to a flood, to the point that some now regard it as a separate academic discipline 

(Clegg, 2012); and we are being called upon not just to master this burgeoning literature, but to 

connect it effectively to institutional priorities (Haras, Taylor, Sorcinelli & van Hoene, 2017). At 

our current trajectory, CTLs are shifting away from peer educator models and serving as change 

agents on our campuses (Diamond, 2005); a process one scholar has referred to as “coming in 

from the margins” (Schroeder, 2012).  For many of us, even those of us who have been doing 

this work for a while, we are getting a seat at the table for the first time; and we find ourselves 

doing so while facing very different challenges than our predecessors (Weimar, 2007).  Our 

progress certainly is heady and exciting stuff, but it is perhaps unsurprising that researchers have 

recently looked at the prevalence of an imposter syndrome amongst us (Parkman, 2016; Rudenga 

& Gravett, 2019).   

Let us assure you that you are not an imposter, but your ability to effect change will be 

enhanced by finding the right professional development opportunities to extend your knowledge 

base and refine your leadership skills and potential.  Appreciating a vision, mission and 

developing strategic goals for your CTL, advocating at all levels of college structure for 

evidence-based practice, working effectively with staff, faculty and/or upper administrators 

(maybe even rotating upper administrators), uncovering the logistics of achieving goals within 

their institution; building up and managing your reputation; all while finding a balance between 

all of your roles and responsibilities—every one of these is critical to your success.  This lengthy 



list should be viewed not as a set of challenges; but as opportunities. Even the most experienced 

administrator cannot be effective without continually evaluating and developing their skills, 

adding to the depth of their experiences; and learning from others. With Taking Flight, we will 

provide you (and your colleagues) with multiple opportunities to sharpen your leadership saw.  

You are Not Alone- Regardless of where you are 

With Taking Flight, we want to build a support and professional development structure for 

educational developers as leaders and administrators.  This is not a universal or monolithic 

process.  Recently, scholars and practitioners have taken note that faculty go through 

developmental stages in their careers, and that includes teaching (Bataille & Brown, 2006; 

Fugate & Amey, 2000; O’Meara, Terosky  & Neumann, 2008). We have responded to this by 

developing targeting programs that meet the specific needs of faculty/instructors at their 

respective stages (Kalivoda, Sorrell & Simpson, 1994; Zeig & Baldwin, 2013).  This has been 

especially evident, for example, in attention being paid to mid-career faculty and the institutional 

attention that has been paid to addressing the “stalled associate” or the “stuck professor” 

phenomenon (Corcoran & Clark, 1985; Grant-Vallone & Ensher, 2017).  Turning this lens back 

on ourselves, educational development researchers have started to move past looking at how we 

enter into the field; and are now beginning to examine our own glass ceilings; identify stages of 

career development; and develop strategies for maintaining vitality over the long run (Berghagen 

& Gravett, 2017).  

 Organizations, too, go through lifecycles; and we have organized Taking Flight to follow 

the path of a CTL, starting from its origins as a glimmer in someone’s eye to its maturity as a 

thriving part of a campus community.  These stages are neither mutually exclusive nor 

exhaustive. It should be noted, too, that this is intended to be an iterative loop. Even if your 



center has already been in existence for decades, you will still have opportunities to build 

towards the next flight of your mission.  

 

Figure 1. Taking Flight CTL Lifecycle Model. 
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Stage 1: Building your Nest 

If you are fortunate enough to be in charge of starting a new center from the ground up, then 

please let us extend our heartiest congratulations.  At this level, you are laying the groundwork 

for a long-range vision that will shape both your center and your campus. It is a tremendous 

opportunity for positive impact; and also an increasingly rare one. As educational development 

has continued to expand as a field, more institutions have embraced its value and, consequently, 

there are fewer places that are untouched by the work that we do.  

Even if you are not the first to go there, it is likely that your task may seem daunting at 

times. Never fear-- the others that have gone before you have left a trail of breadcrumbs, i.e. best 

practices for you to follow. This stage has been the focus of attention in the literature of both 

research and practice (D’Avanzo, C., 2009; Gray & Shadle, 2009); as well as any number of 

guides, workshops, and professional development opportunities.  We also learn directly from 

each other; it is not uncommon for those charged with establishing new centers to visit any 

 



number of established centers and glean the wisdom of their staff; a form of pilgrimage that is 

viewed as a rite of passage into the field.    

Stage 2: Learning to Fly  

In this stage, you’ve built the foundations for your new (or revitalized) center, now it’s time for 

the fledgling stage, where you strengthen your toolkit and put the people and resources in place 

to reach new heights.  While the first stage often involves considerable attention to education and 

advocacy for the work of the CTL, this second stage focuses on building your capacity.  

In some respects, stage 2 is about identifying and implementing your portfolio of programs and 

initiatives.  In the field of educational development, we have developed a standard menu of 

program offerings; e.g. faculty learning communities; book groups; new faculty orientation; 

scholarship of teaching and learning; graduate student development activities.  The practice 

literature is replete with assessment, case studies, exemplars and templates for implementing 

these successfully.1 

With the rise of attention to organizational development, on the other hand, we are 

starting to see a divergence in practice, as CTLs are tasked with identifying educational 

development opportunities and initiatives that are tailored to the mission and culture of their 

respective institutions (Kelley, Cruz & Fire, 2016).  More than ever, it will take imagination on 

our part to adapt what we know from evidence-based practice and find ways to leverage what we 

know in the service of organizational change.   

                                                           
1 Rather than bog down our prose with a long list of citations for these programs, we encourage everyone (if they 

do not already do so) to stay connected to the major journals in the field; such as To Improve the Academy (TIA), 
The International Journal of Academic Development (IJAD); the Journal of Faculty Development; as well as to 
journals in related fields such as the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL); engagement/service learning; 
and higher education.  

 

 



Stage 3: Soaring High  

At the risk of belaboring our bird metaphor, the soaring high stage perhaps bears more similarity 

to the biology of birds than the others.  When birds soar, it means they have reached their target 

altitude and they set their wings to maximize energy and efficiency; making small corrections as 

conditions change. Similarly, CTLs in this third stage have reached the desired capacity levels 

and much of their work focuses on maintaining their lofty position.  This does not mean 

stagnation; rather it is about smaller corrections, micro-adaptions, versus radical change (to use 

the current lingo, this is also called continuous improvement or improvement science).  

 Soaring High also involves finding the right balance to maintain your altitude.  CTLs are 

notorious for being targets of mission creep; i.e. more and more responsibilities piling up on your 

plate. It can be challenging to determine what to yes to and what to say no to; what to maintain 

and what to scrap; in other words, what you need to stay aloft and what might bring you down to 

earth (Siering, Tapp, Lohe & Logan, 2015).  This can also be about refining your alignment with 

institutional goals and priorities. For these reasons, stage 3 is often a time of reflection and taking 

stock; looking back on what you have accomplished, sharing what you’ve learned with others, 

and laying the groundwork for where you might go in the future. 

Stage 4: Returning home  

  Just as the swallows return to Capistrano each year, we should find ways to periodically 

renew our focus on the evolving mission to enhance teaching and learning communities on our 

respective campuses. The renewal process can be painful. Sometimes it may mean getting rid of, 

or radically altering, long-standing and beloved programs. Sometimes it may mean repurposing 

 

 



staff; or moving budgets. Sometimes it can mean discarding outmoded thinking and becoming 

connected to new movement, initiatives, evidence, or campus leadership.  

 While this can be seen as a disruptive stage; these changes also serve a constructive 

purpose; e.g. laying the ground work what’s coming next for you, and your CTL.  Rather than 

seeing this as a reactive stage; you can use this as opportunity to be proactive and look to what’s 

coming down the road; find innovative solutions to persistent challenges; and set the stage for 

what lies ahead.  To write the next chapter of the story takes vision; as well as the ability to 

impart and inspire others to follow as you get ready to build your new nest.  

You are Not Alone: We are Here for You  

You are not alone in facing these challenges or stages.  Every member of the Taking Flight team 

has had the experience of building the skills, perspectives and resources needed to lead a CTL 

through multiple stages of development.  Along the way, we’ve laughed, cried, raged, cheered, 

despaired and celebrated, as will you.  Our team is committed to being by your side, serving as 

your print and virtual coaches; with a program that we’ve intentionally built from a place of 

evidence and empathy.   

The Taking Flight model reflects the values of the field of educational development (e.g. 

collegiality, inclusion, diversity, advocacy, distributed leadership, innovation, evidence-based 

practice; respect), and we try to model those practices in how we the design and delivery of the 

contents of this book. In addition, we have developed five principles, specific to the Taking 

Flight process, to guide our work (and yours).   

 Taking flight is practical.  This volume is not intended to be something you will curl up 

with in bed at night and get lost in reading; nor should you find it collecting dust on your 



library shelf.  It contains tools, guides, resources, worksheets and examples that you can 

use right now and in the future.  

 Taking Flight is syncretic.  We bring together a wealth of evidence-based organizational 

strategies used in other contexts and integrate these into the specific context of 

educational development for higher education.  We’ve read through all this stuff so you 

don’t have to.  

 Taking Flight is sustainable.  Drawing deeply from systems thinking, our approach 

emphasizes change over time and encourages thinking that transcends the immediate and 

extends to the long-run.  We’re all in this for the long haul.   

 Taking Flight is collaborative.  Our process looks to connect you with the experiences of 

others who are facing similar challenges and opportunities. You are not alone in wanting 

your center to flourish. 

 Taking Flight is developmental.  Our resources are carefully selected to represent a wide 

range of experiences and expertise in the field.  The volume is structured to meet you 

where you are and allow you to create plans that are custom-tailored to meet your needs 

across a variety of stages of growth.  As you complete each stage, we invite you to return 

to the Taking Flight toolkit.   

How to Take Flight:  

First and foremost, you are encouraged to use this book however it may be useful to you.   

That being said, we had envisioned that some readers may choose to follow the developmental 

cycle, returning to the text when they reach the milestones along the way.  This would involve an 



essentially linear progression through the book’s contents.  In this sense, the book functions as a 

comprehensive guide.   

A second type of reader may choose a “surgical strike”, dipping into those resources or elements 

as they are needed to meet the professional development of the person or the organization.  This 

reader may choose to copy certain pages or sheets and share them with others. In this sense, the 

book functions as a reference text. For this reason, you will see the citations displayed at the end 

of each chapter, rather than collected at the end of the text.  

A third type of reader may view these resources as a form of preparation or professional 

development curriculum, leading towards a potential leadership role. We wish to encourage you 

in your aspirations.  

Regardless of how or why you have chosen to take flight; we are grateful to have you with us 

and look forward to seeing you soar.  


