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As the initial planning team for the Lexington seminar, which included Mary Hess, Dick Nysse, and Richard Wallace, were energized by the conversations among themselves about teaching and learning that they initially regarded as an ancillary benefit to the planning process, the creating spaces and opportunities for conversations about teaching and learning as emerged as the primary issue. The planners wondered if their experience was representative then perhaps others would be energized by the conversation.  The narrative that the team collaborated on with other Lexington seminar attendees was an attempt to suggest that due to Luther’s institutional engagement in deliberations that resulted in the fairly extensive document (Serving The Promise of Our Mission, SPOM) that commits the institution to some profound changes that the institution is already involved in, public conversations about teaching and learning weren’t being attended. In fact, in the midst of the reality of rapid change generated by SPOM that produced a high degree of institutional anxiety the conclusion that the  Lexington attendees came to in Maine, was that creating spaces and opportunities for conversations about teaching and learning would appeal to the faculty’s commitment to the success of students.


The Lexington seminar funds enabled the initial planners to develop a strategy that had three movements. The first movement was to utilize the regularly scheduled fall faculty retreat to immediately share with faculty colleagues the Lexington experience in general and a small piece of a conversation about teaching and learning. The latter was an opportunity for the planners to explore the level of interest outside themselves for the conversation. Additionally, the retreat would be utilized to re-introduce Luther’s narrative which the planners weren’t sure had been assimilated. The planners made a decision to utilize the Church Divinity School of the Pacific’s narrative because the theme of overwhelming demands was somewhat similar to Luther’s and could invite a conversation about teaching and learning that wouldn’t be dominated by reaction to the narrative.


The second movement building on the relative success of the retreat, where the inchoate conversation about teaching and learning energized the participants, sought the creation of a Lexington Seminar cohort.  On the basis of the concern raised by Lexington Seminar cohorts that the planning group was over represented by junior and older faculty, the planners were intentional in soliciting involvement from a wider range of the faculty, particularly concentrating on mid-range faculty. This was done out of a sense that many senior faculty while committed to the profound changes of SPOM weren’t emotionally invested in the minute details involved in making SPOM the everyday reality. These were the workers in the bowels of the ship who for years keep it running but were now being asked to play a different role. Perhaps moving into the academic institutional equivalent of generativity - where they would now pass on their wisdom to the next generation. Therefore, personal invitations were sent followed up by personal conversations with targeted mid-range faculty. When there was a cohort that was identified and confirmed, an initial meeting was convened around a meal off campus.  The meal off campus was an 
attempt to re-create as much as possible the Lexington experience of honoring our vocation as seminary teachers. It was also a way to communicate that Lexington seminar time as was not just another thing that faculty had to do.   


At the initial meeting of the cohort it was agreed that they would meet several times during the semester around topics and themes related to teaching and learning. Additionally, outside speakers would be brought in to engage a larger group than the cohort in conversations about teaching and learning, but who would then meet with the cohort over a meal. While the cohort didn’t meet as often as projected and there was only one scheduled event with an outside speaker, it is clear that these efforts which were made possible through the Lexington seminar funds leveraged a conversation that has spread its tendrils widely into Luther’s fabric.  


Two examples of this are the ongoing impact and influence of the presentation by Stephen Brookfield, author of Discussion As a Way of Learning. This impact is evident in the ways that faculty are making use of his methodology. The second example is how the interest by one of the cohort members in how the cohort could address issues of sexism and racism in teaching and learning generated a lively debate and conversation via email that lead to a cohort conversation. This was indicative of how the conversations about teaching and learning could provide a way for non-anxious conversation in areas that were intimidating because of their potential for destructive conflict. In other words, the conversations about teaching and learning may have given us a way to talk about issues 
like sexism and racism without simply taking sides and arguing a position, but frames the conversation around one of Luther’s primary task, i.e., teaching and learning. This is an area that needs further exploration.


The third movement was the spring faculty retreat.  The planning team made every effort to ensure that the Lexington seminar spring faculty retreat wouldn’t be a misnomer. That is to say that the agenda was to enjoy one another’s presence in a relaxed setting where meals were regarded as a special occasion and we could share and celebrate our experiences of teaching and learning from the year.  Based on an earlier experience in the year when a small faculty group drove a van to Carthage College for fourteen hours in which they were able to stay engaged throughout the whole trip, it was decided by the planners that we should travel to the retreat on a bus. 

Outcomes


What we’ve discovered is that when we clear the space for conversations about teaching and learning, we’re energized by it and know that it’s valuable – so valuable that we have made plans for a number of additional, institutionally-supported efforts to continue the conversation. The response to the retreat, for example, has been so positive that we’ll repeat it in the spring with the same format that provides an opportunity and space to share and celebrate our experiences of teaching and learning from the year. A cohort of younger faculty focused on teaching and learning is being formed and funded by faculty development funds from Luther’s budget. In addition, a Parker Palmer event for senior leadership is also scheduled and funded from the faculty development funds – all of this at a time of deep budget cuts. While we haven’t made wide use of Luther’s Lexington Seminar narrative throughout the institution, it is still helpful to describe our process. Accordingly, we’ve really gone beyond where the narrative placed us –in other words, not only has the ship turned but we’re no longer afraid or as anxious about that, but instead looking to see what we can do next about it. Our long term plans, for instance, include  wondering if in addition to finding time for such conversations we may  also need to develop welcoming physical spaces on the campus that support and help to catalyze such conversations (a Center on Teaching and Learning, for instance).

