
 
 

Motivate & Educate:  A Seeding SoTL Initiative 
Nancy Chick 

Below are some strategies for “seeding SoTL” (both motivating and 
educating), all of which are grounded in two foundational assumptions: 
 

 We crave autonomy and empowerment in pursuing the issues that are 
meaningful to us.   

 
“We [instructors] are much more likely to be energized by problems in which both we and the 
community at large have a stake, where we are presented with real choices, where our voice is 
recognized, and where we can thus act with consequence.” –Jon Wergin 

 

 Certain kinds of conversations with certain colleagues can be incredibly impactful.   
 

“Most teachers rely on a small number of significant others for conversations that are characterised by 
their privacy, by mutual trust and by their intellectual intrigue. Individual teachers seem to have small 
‘significant networks,’ where private discussions provide a basis for conceptual development and 
learning, quite different from the ‘front stage’ of formal, public debate about teaching. Individual 
teachers seem to have more significant conversations and larger networks where the local culture is 
perceived to be supportive of such conversations.” –Torgny Roxå and Katarina Mårtensson  

 
Goals 

The primary goals of the Seeding SoTL Initiative are to 
o support local communities focused on teaching and learning,  
o encourage potential consumers of SoTL in deeper explorations of teaching and learning that 

may lead to SoTL projects, and 
o distribute across campus the processes and the products of generating knowledge about 

teaching and learning. 
 
Its secondary goals—encouraged but not required—are to 

o extend the good work resulting from existing programs, initiatives, and activities toward SoTL 
projects,  

o support those interested in SoTL in becoming producers of SoTL, 
o provide leadership opportunities for instructors (i.e., faculty, teaching staff, teaching 

assistants) to help others engage in meaningful conversation and action around teaching and 
learning,  

o facilitate the preparation of strong teaching and learning grant applications, and/or 
o encourage partnerships with others interested in exploring issues of teaching and learning. 

 
 

Models 

The Seeding SoTL Initiative includes four models of activities to support these goals. Each responds to 
the significance of community and conversation in our second assumption (above), which is grounded 
in Roxå and Mårtensson’s foundational research on “the conversations teachers have with colleagues” 
in which “teachers allow themselves to be influenced to such an extent that they develop, or even 
sometimes drastically change, their personal understanding of teaching and learning” (2009, p. 547-
548).  
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Form a Reading Group 
We will purchase hospitality and books (up to $300) for groups to read and discuss together a 
book related to teaching, learning, and/or SoTL in at least four gatherings over the course of a 
semester. For resources on organizing successful reading groups, as well as a list of 
recommended books, see Appendix A. 

 
Form a Teaching Square 

We will support teaching squares by providing up to $150 for a complimentary meal at the final 
meeting.  Teaching squares are groups of four instructors (or three for teaching triangles) who 
visit each other’s classes–self-reflectively not evaluatively–once or twice, as well as meet to 
preview and then debrief and conclude the visits. For resources on organizing successful 
teaching squares, see Appendix B. 

 
Form a Community of Practice 

We will provide $750 for hospitality, materials, and other supplies to groups who form a 
community of practice, who “share a concern, a set of problems, a passion about a topic, and 
who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis” 
(Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002, p. 4). Communities of practice should work together for 
the whole academic year. Effective CoPs may apply for renewed funding each year for its 
continuation. For resources for organizing successful communities of practice, see Appendix C.  

 
Host a Crossroads Unconference 

We will provide up to $500 for hospitality and supplies to host a small, themed unconference, 
an alternative to the traditional academic conference of didactic presentations of the results of 
completed work. In the Crossroads model (recommended but not required), proposals are 
brief explanations of a teaching and learning challenge related to the unconference theme. 
Once accepted, every attendee prepares by reading all of these statements ahead of time, and 
then everyone comes together as both presenter and participant in facilitated sessions that 
serve as “critical think tanks.” Each session has 2 or 3 presenters, each of whom gets 35 
minutes: 10 to expand on the challenge, 5 for attendees to seek clarification, 15 for attendees 
to discuss while the presenter listens, and finally a 5-minute response by the presenter. This 
model “puts the confer back in conference” (Settlage & Johnston, 2014, p. 67), and may lead to 
other, more targeted Seeding SoTL activities or grant applications. For resources on 
Crossroads unconferences, see Appendix D. 

 

Eligibility 

Anyone in an educational role at the university may submit a proposal to the Seeding SoTL Program. 
Instructors are welcome to apply provided they are contracted employees for the duration of the 
proposed program.  Graduate and undergraduate students are welcome to apply as partners; however, 
for budgeting purposes, the project supervisor must be employed at the university as a faculty or staff 
member.  
 

Recommended Topics 

The following are potential areas of exploration that are significant to student learning and the 
teaching that facilitates that learning. However, projects may be based on topics not mentioned here. 

 The relationship between teaching, learning, 
and learning spaces  

 Student learning and course/curriculum 
design 

 High-impact educational practices  

 The relationship between student learning 
and identity (e.g., race/gender/class/etc, 
first-generation university students, 
identity development)  
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 Student learning facilitated or made visible 
with technology  

 

 “Bottlenecks” in student learning (e.g., 
misconceptions, threshold concepts, gaps 
between expert and novice thinking; 
Decoding the Disciplines model is highly 
recommended) 

 

Potential Products 

The results of any Seeding SoTL project should “pay it forward” by contributing to broader campus 
conversations and cultures.  In addition to a final report, there are many ways to share the knowledge 
and innovations generated from a project, including but not limited to the following: 

 Write a series of blog posts  

 Organize a learning event for relevant members of the campus community (e.g., unconference, 
Brown Bag Lunch Series, substantive workshop or panel)  

 Develop a departmental resource (e.g., a collection of assignments and rubrics to share with 
colleagues teaching the same course) 

 Facilitate another Seeding SoTL project that will bring in new participants   

 Apply for a teaching and learning grant  

 

Applications 

The online application form requires the following information: 
The Community 

 Primary applicant: name, email, faculty, department/program/unit, position/status, and (if 
relevant) program/activity/consultation this application builds on  

 Co-applicant (if relevant): name, email, faculty, department/program/unit, and 
position/status  

 Additional participants: projected number and description (if Teaching Square, name of 
each member) 

 
The Conversation 

 Activity: title, type (see "Models" above), and topic (and book selection, for reading 
groups)  

 Plans: how you'll get organized and what your hopes are in convening this activity and 
group (250 words maximum)  

 Pay it forward: plans for sharing what the group learns learn (50 words maximum. See 
"Potential Products" above.) 

 Timeline: planning the activity, the activity itself (including estimated dates, frequency, 
duration), completion, paying it forward  

 Budget: how much you are requesting, and what it'll be used for (see maximum for each 
model, above.) 
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Appendix A: Organizing Successful Reading Groups 
There are many resources online, but Lit Lovers’ “How to Run a Book Club Meeting” and Penguin’s 
book club checklist are helpful.  Below are some recommended books, but there are many others that 
would be effective selections. Applicants and recipients may also meet with our educational 
development consultants for choosing a relevant book or for strategies to facilitate the reading group.   

 How People Learn II: Learners, Contexts, and Cultures by National Academics of Sciences, 
Engineering, and Medicine (also free PDF OL) 

 How Learning Works: Seven Research-Based Principles for Smart Teaching by Susan A. Ambrose, 
Michael W. Bridges, Michele DiPietro, Marsha C. Lovett, Marie K. Norman, and Richard E. Mayer 
(also free PDF OL) 

 Engaging Students as Partners in Learning and Teaching: A Guide for Faculty by Alison Cook-
Sather, Catherine Bovill, & Peter Felten  

 Decoding the Disciplines: Helping Students Learn Disciplinary Ways of Thinking edited by David Pace 
and Joan Middendorf  

 Lesson Study: Using Classroom Inquiry to Improve Teaching and Learning in Higher Education by Bill 
Cerbin  

 Readings in “Humanities & SoTL: 2 Bibliographies” by Nancy Chick 
https://nancychick.wordpress.com/2016/07/26/humanities-sotl-2-bibliographies/  

 Critical Reading in Higher Education: Academic Goals and Social Engagement by Karen Manarin, 
Miriam Carey, Melanie Rathburn, and Glen Ryland   

 Small Teaching: Everyday Lessons from the Science of Learning by James M. Lang   
 

Appendix B: Organizing Successful Teaching Squares  
Here are two helpful introductions to teaching squares: Neil Haave’s “Teaching Squares Bring Cross-
Disciplinary Perspectives” and the University of Waterloo’s Information sheet.  The 
manual from Northern Virginia Community College and the Teaching Squares Participant 
Handbook from Stonehill College offer helpful logistics and resources. Recipients may also meet with 
educational development consultants for additional strategies. 

 

Appendix C: Organizing Successful Communities of Practice 

The notion of communities of practice was developed by anthropologists Jean Lave and Etienne 
Wenger (1991). The following are effective guides and explanations: Etienne and Beverly Wenger-
Traynor's “Communities of practice: a brief introduction: a brief overview of the concept and its uses" 
is good. (Note particularly the definition and the three characteristics of CoPs on pages 1-2.)  The seven 
principles in Etienne Wenger, Richard McDermott, and William M. Snyder's “Cultivating Communities of 
Practice: A Guide to Managing Knowledge–Seven Principles for Cultivating Communities of Practice” is 
equally helpful.  The “Community of Practice Design Guide: A Step-by-Step Guide for Designing & 
Cultivating Communities of Practice in Higher Education” by Darren Cambridge, Soren Kaplan, and Vicki 
Suter has many additional details. 

 
Appendix D: Organizing Successful Crossroads Unconferences 

First, read John Settlage and Adam Johnston’s “The Crossroads model” from Educational 
Leadership. Their Science Education at the Crossroads website provides clear instructions for proposals 
(“Vexation and Venture”) and the specific session format (called “Incubators”).  Their 2008 paper 
presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Educational Research Association, “Communities of 
Learning, Practice, and Scholarship: Applying Social Learning Systems Theory to an Association of 
Educational Stakeholders,” is a thoughtful exploration of the principles underpinning the Crossroads 
unconferences. 

 

http://www.litlovers.com/run-a-book-club
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http://www.penguin.com/read/book-clubs/create/
https://nancychick.wordpress.com/2016/07/26/humanities-sotl-2-bibliographies/
http://www.facultyfocus.com/articles/faculty-development/teaching-squares-cross-disciplinary-perspectives/
http://www.facultyfocus.com/articles/faculty-development/teaching-squares-cross-disciplinary-perspectives/
https://uwaterloo.ca/arts/sites/ca.arts/files/uploads/files/teaching_squares_program_information_sheet.pdf
http://www.nvcc.edu/cetl/_files/CETL-Teaching-Squares-Program-Manual-Spring-2015.pdf
http://stonehill-website.s3.amazonaws.com/files/resources/participant-handbook-08-09.pdf
http://stonehill-website.s3.amazonaws.com/files/resources/participant-handbook-08-09.pdf
http://wenger-trayner.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/07-Brief-introduction-to-communities-of-practice.pdf
http://hbswk.hbs.edu/archive/2855.html
http://hbswk.hbs.edu/archive/2855.html
https://library.educause.edu/resources/2005/1/community-of-practice-design-guide-a-stepbystep-guide-for-designing-cultivating-communities-of-practice-in-higher-education
https://library.educause.edu/resources/2005/1/community-of-practice-design-guide-a-stepbystep-guide-for-designing-cultivating-communities-of-practice-in-higher-education
http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/may14/vol71/num08/The-Crossroads-Model.aspx
http://sciedxroads.org/
http://sciedxroads.org/confer/call/
http://sciedxroads.org/confer/incubator/
http://physics.weber.edu/johnston/research/aera2008_CoP.pdf
http://physics.weber.edu/johnston/research/aera2008_CoP.pdf
http://physics.weber.edu/johnston/research/aera2008_CoP.pdf

