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In centralized online programs, faculty often teach courses they did not design.
The shell is built, the assessments are set, and the pacing is already in place.
Still, student success is closely tied to what happens once the course opens: how
instructors facilitate discussion, provide feedback, and establish presence (Lucas
et al., 2021). That is where faculty leaders play a critical role. When teaching
faculty cannot change the course design, faculty leaders, through Learning
Leadership, influence the conditions in which teaching happens by clarifying

expectations, reducing challenges, and building trust and community that help
faculty strengthen the areas they can control. Faculty leaders build collaborative
learning communities by starting with a focused plan: one that targets a meaningful area of teaching
practice, reduces friction, and matches support to faculty readiness.

A focused plan begins with assessing the aspects of a course that teaching faculty can control directly:
facilitation, feedback, and presence. These are the areas where faculty can humanize the course,
deepen learning, and help students feel connected. An effective Learning Leadership plan does not try
to improve all these aspects at once. Instead, faculty leaders should identify one meaningful area for
growth and build support around it. Without that focus, faculty support can quickly become too broad
to be useful and too vague to guide improvement. Therefore, faculty leaders need a way to decide what
to prioritize first and how to support it.

When determining what area of faculty improvement to prioritize, Servant Leadership becomes useful.
Greenleaf's (1970) service-first approach helps faculty leaders think about Learning Leadership not as
adding more initiatives, but as identifying and removing the obstacles that make strong teaching harder
to sustain. In practice, that means asking what is getting in the way of effective facilitation, feedback, or
presence, and then building support around that need. A faculty leader working from this lens might
make expectations more transparent, share high-quality exemplars, create reliable communication
channels, clarify recurring points of confusion, or close the loop when faculty feedback leads to
improvement. This matters because Learning Leadership is not only about naming improvement goals,
but also about creating the conditions that make improvement more likely. They signal that faculty are
supported, that their expertise matters, and that they are not working in isolation. Servant Leadership
keeps the plan focused by directing attention to the support faculty need to take the next step in
practice.

If Servant Leadership helps faculty leaders decide what to focus on, Situational Leadership helps them
decide how to support it. Faculty leaders know that not every instructor needs the same kind of support.
Situational Leadership helps leaders adjust their approach based on readiness (Hersey et al., 2013). As
Figure 1 shows, the model is built on two variables: the degree of direction a leader provides and the



degree of support they offer. The right balance depends on the readiness of the person being
supported. In faculty development, that means instructors who are new to a task may need more direct
guidance and clear examples, while those with greater confidence and experience may benefit more
from coaching, shared problem-solving, or less directive support. This matters to Learning Leadership
because improving teaching practice requires more than identifying a growth area; it requires support
that fits the faculty member or group doing the work. Planning an improvement or support strategy for
faculty development without accounting for readiness may miss the mark. Support can feel either too
heavy or too vague. A better plan matches the level of guidance to the instructor's need.

Figure 1. Situational Leadership styles by level of directive and supportive behavior (S1-54)
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Note. Based on Hersey, Blanchard, and Johnson's (2013) Situational Leadership model.

Together, Servant and Situational Leadership help faculty leaders translate Learning Leadership into a
focused, usable support plan. Servant Leadership helps leaders identify what barriers or needs deserve
attention, while Situational Leadership helps them decide how much guidance and support will make
improvement more likely. A useful Learning Leadership plan can begin by answering four questions:

e What challenge are we trying to solve?



e  Who needs support most?

e What is the next visible move we want to see?

e What kind of support will make that move more likely?
This is where Learning Leadership moves from planning into visible instructional support. Faculty leaders
use the planning process to identify a specific area of teaching practice, define the next move they want
to see, and build support that helps faculty translate that guidance into practice. For example, leaders
might decide to help faculty in criminal justice-related programs write discussion replies that more
clearly connect course concepts to the work students hope to do in those fields. That support might
include a model example with an explanation of why it works, a short one-to-one or cohort coaching
conversation, or a structured opportunity to compare practice examples with peers. The answers should
remain grounded in concrete, focused, and observable practice. When leaders clarify what stronger
practice looks like, they can build more specific, usable, and effective support. That support might
include exemplars, brief coaching, peer discussion, or structured options for how faculty meet the same
expectations.

For faculty leaders, effective Learning Leadership must include a support plan that is focused enough to
use. Faculty leaders do not need an elaborate initiative to begin building collaborative learning
communities. They need a clear, focused, faculty-centered plan that concentrates on what faculty can
control, reduces unnecessary barriers, and aligns support to readiness. The most effective plans keep
the needs and development of the learning community in mind by translating that focus into a single,
clear, manageable starting point.

Collaborative learning communities are built through intentional faculty leadership. For faculty leaders,
this is one way Learning Leadership becomes visible in practice, through focused support that helps
faculty strengthen teaching in clear, usable, and observable ways. In centralized online courses, that
work begins with a focused, faculty-centered improvement plan that concentrates on what instructors
can control, reduces unnecessary friction, and aligns support to readiness. Rather than asking faculty to
improve everything at once, this approach creates a clear starting point and a manageable path forward.
A practical place to begin is simple: choose one area, identify one next move, and build support that
helps faculty take the next step in their practice.

References
Greenleaf, R. K. (1970). The servant as leader. Greenleaf Center for Servant Leadership.

Hersey, P., Blanchard, K. H., & Johnson, D. E. (2013). Management of organizational behavior: Leading human

resources (10th ed.). Pearson.

Lucas, G., Cao, G., Waltemeyer, S., Mandernach, B. J., & Hammond, H. G. (2021). The value of instructor
interactivity in the online classroom. Journal on Empowering Teaching Excellence, 5(1), Article 3.
https://doi.org/10.26077/62f4-21aa



https://doi.org/10.26077/62f4-21aa

Selznick, B. S., Dahl, L. S., Youngerman, E., & Mayhew, M. J. (2022). Equitably linking integrative learning and
students' innovation capacities. Innovative Higher Education, 47(1), 1-21.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-021-09570-w

Nahon Crystal, E., Segev, Y., & Hayak, M. (2024). Integrative learning of literature and science promotes 21st-
century skills. Cogent Education, 11(1), Article 2439625.
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2024.2439625

Liden, R. C., Wang, X., & Wang, Y. (2025). The evolution of leadership: Past insights, present trends, and future
directions. Journal of Business Research, 186, Article 115036.

Klasmeier, K. N., Glintner, A. V., & Schleu, J. E. (2025). Leadership dynamics in teams: The reciprocity of shared
and empowering leadership. Journal of Business and Psychology. Advance online publication.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10869-025-10008-9



https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-021-09570-w
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2024.2439625
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10869-025-10008-9

	Part 1: Start with a Plan – How Faculty Leaders Can Build for Collaborative Learning
	References


