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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The Extension Services Undergraduate Programs at Scale (ES-UPS) program model is a departure from prior 
Extension Services models and is meant to achieve widespread deployment of effective instructional, 
curricular, and co-curricular practices in support of student engagement, learning, and retention. The new ES-
UPS model is a method of scaling the successful Extension Services model to many more schools. Key 
components of the program include: an activist learning community, cooperative teams, high level 
championship and accountability, client incentives, dedicated trainers, and effective training and tools. 
 
Results from multiple data analyses demonstrate the value of the Learning Circles in supporting strategic 
planning, holding teams accountable for their change efforts, and improving sustainability. 
 
EQ1: How effective is this model for changing the "systems" experienced by computer science 
students? (preliminary information to inform summative evaluation) 

o The Learning Circles model is effective in increasing strategic planning, accountability, and 

sustainability of the work. The LC model also acts as a catalyst for action, in part because it increases 

visibility and clout/importance of the work at individual institutions.  Because of the one-year 

timeline of the learning circle, there is not sufficient time to actually change the systems experienced 

by computer science students. However, the CLT final reports indicated that most schools are 

working in almost all of the Systemic Change Model (SCM) areas. The most activity is happening in 

the recruitment area, and the least is happening in the curriculum and pedagogy areas. 

o Change Leader Teams (CLTs) find that the tools and strategic planning resources that NCWIT ES-

UPS provides are essential for them to help them critically examine their areas of opportunity and 

prioritize areas for action based on their culture, needs, and resources. Recruitment and retention 

plans help teams take strategic action and plan for future action. In terms of accountability, teams 

describe that they would not have made as much progress without the structure of the program 

including online meetings and meeting with their ESC.  They were more likely to take action because 

of the expectations that were put upon them as part of their participation in the program.  Finally, 

the Learning Circles model, because of its deep dive into strategic planning, lends itself to 

sustainability in action among the CLTs. CLTs described how they felt that they would be able to 

continue this work past the LC time period because of the planning that they had done and 

frameworks for action they had worked on. 

 

EQ2: To what extent does this collaborative and mentoring model work as a scalable solution for 
providing dedicated support to computing departments? (formative and preliminary information to 
inform summative evaluation) 

o This cohort of the Learning Circles was more scalable than the first cohort, in part because the ESCs 

created stronger boundaries for themselves with the CLTs. The online meetings are an important 

part of the scalability of the program, as they create the framework for the work that is accomplished 

throughout the year.  In addition, the conversations and learning that happens across schools during 

the online meetings contributes to scalability. In some of the more ideal circles, the creation of a 

group of community members doing work increases their sense of duty to the work and also gives 

them more creative ideas and resources. Clients described informal mentorship that they received 

from other teams in their Learning Circle. The online meetings need to prioritize participation of 

CLTs using an assets based pedagogy that enable people to share their expertise.  Meetings should 

be organized to limit the times when meetings have to happen every two weeks, which quickly burns 

out the participating schools. 
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o In person interaction is highly valued among CLTs and ESCs, and the Summit time together builds 

stronger relationships, and helps teams be more productive.  However, in-person meetings aren’t as 

scalable as online meetings, especially when many people from different regions are being brought 

together. 

o Teams and ESCs mentioned the time barrier of the LC model, with one year being not enough time 

to make progress.  The Learning Circles timeline is ambitious. Interviewees declared that the Learning 

Circles timeline and the expectations of engagement do not align. Change Leader Teams and ESCs 

felt that the timeline was too short to accomplish what was asked of them, and ESCs indicated this 

timeline was not a set-up for success. 

o One question about scaling this model is whether the tasks can be combined in different people, as 

there is a high personnel load.  There may be more that could be done in this area to make this model 

more scalable. 

 

EQ3: What roles do the expert consultants play, and what benefits do the Change Leader Teams 
derive from their interaction with the consultants? (formative and preliminary information to 
inform summative evaluation) 

o The ESCs play a very important role in guiding individual teams toward their strategic plans, creating 

accountability, providing support, solidarity, and new ideas, and setting clients up for sustainable 

work after the LC is over. Change Leader Teams consistently praise their ESCs for their expertise, 

investment in their success, and role in keeping them on track. The ESCs were described as resource 

rich. There was a desire for more face-time for Learning Circles to build stronger relationships. 

o The ES Core Staff also play a role in creating these key outcomes, which are central results of the LC 

model. Core staff and LC facilitators were described as helpful, responsive and receptive to feedback. 

o Change Leader team members found navigating NCWIT resources overwhelming. CLTs expressed 

a feeling of overwhelm in trying to find NCWIT resources, both through their onboarding 

packets/folders and using the website, and described this navigating resources akin to “drinking from 

a firehose.” 

 

EQ4: What roles do the Guide schools take on and how can the relationships with the Change 
Leader Teams in their groups be improved? (summative, formative) 

o The Guide role did not work as expected, in part because of unclear expectations of the Guides, 

mismatched backgrounds/experiences with CLT needs, and lack of utilization.  In Cohort 3, the 

guide role has been removed, which interviewees agreed was a positive move for the Learning Circles 

model. 
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METHODS/ACTIVITIES 

Major Goals 

The external evaluation of NCWIT’s Extension Services grant activities is two-fold: to formatively evaluate 
activities providing real-time feedback and to evaluate summative impacts on representation of women in 
computing disciplines. 

Formative Evaluation. The formative evaluation examines effectiveness of the Learning Circles and each of 
the roles involved in each circle, including the individual Change Leader Teams (CLT), Guide School (Guide), 
and Extension Services Consultant (ESC). This evaluation focused on the relationships between the roles, the 
effectiveness of the online meetings to teach new tools and foster a learning community, and which aspects 
of the Learning Circle (geography/location, support structures, frequency of meetings) contribute to the 
outcomes of the work. The formative evaluation also examined the effectiveness of Extension Services for 
Undergraduate Programs at Scale (ES-UPS) provided training and tools. This year, the guide schools were 
phased out, which means that some of the initial evaluation questions have been removed to reflect this 
change. 

Summative Evaluation. The summative evaluation focuses on outcomes and impacts of the Learning Circles 
model. This will be done primarily through examination of Tracking Tool data and through interviews with 
Learning Circle participants. The goal of the summative evaluation is to understand the effectiveness of the 
Learning Circles model for changing the systems in computer science. NCWIT staff are responsible for 
analyzing the Tracking Tool data and sharing it with the evaluator. 

Context. The second Learning Circle cohort kicked off in February of 2018 with the first meetings. The 
analysis of cohort 2 is the focus of this report. Cohort 2 includes four separate Learning Circles, each with 
three or four CLTs and one Guide and one ESC (see Table 1). 
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Evaluation Methods 

UW CERSE has used a mixed method strategy for the Learning Circles evaluation. Through observations, 
interviews, focus groups, and document review we have developed formative and summative findings. The 
evaluation is guided by three (formerly four) primary evaluation questions. 

Evaluation Questions 

1. How effective is this model for changing the "systems" experienced by computer science students?

(summative)

2. To what extent does this collaborative and mentoring model work as a scalable solution for

providing dedicated support to computing departments? (summative, formative)

3. What roles do the expert consultants play, and what benefits do the Change Leader Teams derive

from their interaction with the consultants? (summative, formative)

Question no longer included going forward: What roles do the Guide schools take on and how can the 

relationships with the Change Leader Teams in their groups be improved? (summative, formative) 

Data Collection 

Observations 
Meeting and call observations are a major element of our evaluation analyses. We observe several types of 
meetings: Regular training calls with ESCs, Regular online meetings held by each individual Learning Circle 
(observing recordings from 5 calls per Learning Circle = 20 calls total), and NCWIT Summit sessions for 
Extension Services clients and ESCs. 

Interviews and Focus Groups 
Interviews and focus groups with Learning Circle participants are an important way we gather qualitative 
feedback. For this learning circle we conducted mid-point and final interviews with each CLT, the Guides, 
and the ESCs. As there are more and more Learning Circles active at a given time, we have shifted to focus 
group data collection for the CLTs and the ESCs at the mid-point. 

Document Review 
We review, summarize, and analyze a number of documents provided to the ES-UPS team from the 
participating institutions. These include the end-of-cohort final reports for Cohort 2. 
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Reports/analyses synthesized in this report  
 

 LC2 Online Meeting Observations Report  

 LC2 Midpoint interview report 

 Pivotal Midpoint report 

 LC2 Final Interview Analysis 

 LC2 Final Reports Analysis 

 ESC Focus group brief 

 Summit analysis, for Client meeting and from ESCs 
 
Data from this year’s NEXT Award report is not included in this report 

OUTCOMES, CHALLENGES & PROGRAMMATIC SHIFTS 

How effective is this model for changing the "systems" experienced by 

computing students? 

Outcome Summary: ES provides a roadmap to drive change across systemic areas 

 
Clients approached systemic change at their institutions, and across the field, as an incremental process, which 

began with Change Leader Team planning. At the Change Leader Team (CLT) 
level, accountability for action was central to clients’ experiences with 
Extension Services’ Learning Circles Model. Numerous CLT interviewees spoke 
to this point, indicating that being part of ES “helped leverage and motivate us in 
different ways” and “forced us to think about specific things we can do.” One 
interviewee described their experience with ES as a “catalyst” for change and 
another indicated their Extension Services’ Consultant (ESC) served as an 
“accountability partner,” with monthly calls serving as a meaningful engagement 
tool.  

 
At the department level, various clients indicated that the Extension Services Model increased their 
accountability for engaging in department-wide change. The tools and support systems available to CLTs 
gained visibility for their change efforts. Clients indicated that involvement with ES held them accountable 
for bringing plans to action, and served as a catalyst for change within their colleges. Additionally, NCWIT 
involvement gave clients “clout” that leveraged their efforts and motivated others to engage as well. One 
interviewee shared that before ES, they had a “pool of ideas with no structure and no plan” and found their 
involvement with ES throttled their change work forward.  
 
Clients believed Recruitment and Retention plans (R&R) were helpful for building momentum as “without 
the plans… a lot of these things wouldn’t get done” and the collaborative documentation kept them on track. 
The plans were credited with helping “the sustainability of our change efforts” and clients anticipated their 
use well beyond the duration of the grant. One client discussed the sustainability that the plans engendered, 
describing that they “infiltrate a lot of our [department’s] day to day stuff. It has become part of our culture 
in the department, and we’re getting that message out beyond the walls of the department, in the community, 
admissions…” Some Change Leader Team members expressed that NCWIT provided “very helpful 
suggestions” in assisting CLTs with their plan, and serving as effective guides throughout the planning process. 
 

“I want to do so much. 
This grant gives me a 
chance to channel and 
focus what we’re doing 

as a college and a 
department.” 
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Utilizing NCWIT’s Systemic Change Model (figure 1), all participants in Cohort 2 planned and implemented 
across activity categories. This demonstrates a cohort-wide understanding of the importance of developing 
multi-pronged initiatives, to support systemic change. 

  
As part of their one-year of ES work in the Learning Circles model, Cohort 2 provided final reports describing 
their progress on a number of different components of the ES, the following describes how many Cohort 2 
institutions chose to approach initiatives within the Systemic Change Model categories.  
 
Table 2. Cohort 2* Work Varied by SCM Category 

Systemic 
Change Model 

Categories 

Schools Reporting 
Activities in SCM 

Category 

% of Total 
Activities Reported 

by Schools 

Recruiting 
Strategic Plan 

13/13 29.7% 

Curriculum 13/13 9% 

Student Support 11/13 14.6% 

Institutional 
Policies & 
Support 

11/13 19.7% 

Evaluation & 
Tracking System 

11/13 15.4% 

Pedagogy 11/13 11.5% 

*One school’s report was not received in time to include in this analysis.  

Challenges 

 
All schools mentioned one or more efforts to strategically plan recruitment efforts and adjust curriculum. 
Overall, 30% of activities mentioned were recruitment focused, with most institutions reaching out to 
broader audiences through thoughtfully crafted messaging. Despite all schools engaging with curriculum in 
some way, only 9% of total activities approached curriculum change. This demonstrates an understanding 
across schools on the importance of curriculum change, but a lack of activities to move these changes 
forward.  
 
Despite the successes of Cohort 2, schools reported resistance at the college or university level as a significant 
challenge. Five schools reported lack of investment, barriers to buy-in, and institutional policies which 
hindered the collaborative success demonstrated at other institutions. CLTs suggested that using 
Learning Circle’s online meeting time for focused group discussions, instead of presentations, would support 
building strategies to tackle these systemic challenges. They perceived live group discussion to have higher 
value over prepared presentations. Engaging groups in the same relational and assets-based instruction they 
are encouraged to provide would offer further opportunities for generative conversations and strong examples 
of this pedagogical approach. 

Programmatic shifts from cohort 1 to cohort 2 

 
Learning Circles Cohort 1 were appreciative of their ESCs role in supporting systemic change at their 
institutions and this sentiment was shared by Cohort 2. ESCs helped clients to interpret data, gather ideas and 
resources, offer solidarity and support, and actualize their goals.  
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Change Leader Teams discussed their relative progress with Strategic Recruitment and Retention plans, 
Internal Self-Assessments, and other LC products. CLTs described a range of progress regarding these 
activities. As requested by Cohort 1, the R&R plan process template was altered to provide concrete 
examples of past projects to support their efforts. While progress ranged from team to team, everyone felt 
that NCWIT staff and ESCs provided meaningful feedback on their efforts and processes. The strategic 
recruitment and retention (R&R) plans were helpful in focusing clients “in a more detailed way” and helping 
them “examine what we were doing more carefully.” The plans brought theory to practice. As recruitment 
was strongly focused on by Cohort 2, and more attention to retention plans continues to be an area of growth. 
 

To what extent does this collaborative and mentoring model work as a 

scalable solution for providing dedicated support to computing departments? 

Outcome Summary: In-person interactions at the NCWIT Summit bring value 

 
Individuals from all groups interviewed discussed the positive impact of meeting with each other at the 
NCWIT 2018 or 2019 Summit, and many advocated for more opportunities to build relationships in person. 
One guide commented, “I just loved the in-person meetings so much more than those over the phone or over 
Zoom, [they are] vastly superior… that’s the most likely place you’re going to get more interaction.” Another 
LC Guide suggested planning a “face to face regional meeting to do presentations to other departments and 
build some accountability or visibility for what they’re doing.”  ESC interviewees also found the Summit time 
valuable, as it helped to strengthen LC relationships. 
 
At the 2019 Summit, 100% of clients said that they were very or somewhat satisfied with the ES pre-Summit 
meeting.  In addition, almost everyone agreed that they had learned new ideas (about different topics), and 
most people agreed that the panel session was helpful and that they found it helpful to learn from other teams 
in general. There was very strong agreement that clients meaningfully engaged with their ESC or CLT teams, 
and that they were very motivated to work on recruitment and retention of women in computing. 
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Outcome Summary: Valuable mentorship is occurring in the online meetings  

 
Clients found the meetings to be a useful platform to connect and learn from colleagues: “we got to share 
our problems, our new ideas came up during those meetings. I shared and so did other colleagues.” It was 
positive for clients to connect with teams with a “similar agenda” and learn how different teams implemented 
their change efforts. A number of interviewees from different teams found the website evaluation activity 
“very helpful.” One person interviewed was pleased with the whole arc of the meetings: “I just really liked the 
variety of what we did during the meetings… The way they did it where they started you off with really 
thinking about what you have in place, what you have/haven’t done, what you want to do…helping you to 
look at yourself was very useful.”  
 
The degree of participation in online meetings from change leader teams heavily depends on the topic of the 
meeting. When it is presenter oriented – more than 70% of the meeting time is dedicated to the presentation 
– school team members tend to be less involved. If the meeting is devoted to open discussion and facilitators 
speak for less than 20% of the time, schools are more engaged and their responses are more comprehensive. 
This is found to be true across all four regions.  
 
Schools also have different levels of engagement in the online meetings. Across all four regions, one school’s 
engagement is persistently higher than the rest. They are more likely to give thoughtful answers, present a 
clear idea of their action and plan, and show the effort they have invested into the program. Meanwhile, the 
less involved schools tend to answer with generic information, did not provide detailed updates on their 
activities, or showed minimal effort being put into the meeting and ES related actions. Although being less 
involved during region meetings does not equate to less effort being put into the broader ES program, it could 
result in concerns and questions not being addressed, and an inability to share experience with other 
participants. 
 
One client indicated that the first half of the online meetings were “difficult because it involved a lot of the 
NCWIT staff reading slides to us” and “wasn’t a good use of our time.” However, this client offered that 
feedback to NCWIT staff, and was very pleased with how NCWIT incorporated their feedback into the 
second half of their Learning Circle experience, and thus “the second half of meetings we found more useful.” 
Most people interviewed had positive things to say about the Learning Circles Meetings. The shared 
information was relevant and interesting with clients benefitting from workshopping their ideas. This built a 
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community with others who shared similar goals. Observing change between cohorts, one LC guide shared 
that “people are sharing their ideas and getting some feedback, so I would think [the meetings are] 
relatively effective. We didn’t have that kind of thing when I was a client.” 

Challenges  

 
In their final reports, Cohort 2 CLTs indicated that time was the ultimate barrier to carrying their work 
forward. They were confident that Extension Services provided the appropriate scaffolding to find future 
funding sources, but were skeptical of where they might find time to work on planned efforts. This was 
exacerbated by a lack of balance and consistency in meeting frequency. Many change leader teams did 
not meet at all over the summer of 2018, and then met sometimes two and three times a month in the fall. 
This imbalance did not seem to encourage momentum, and many were left burnt out in the fall. Many 
contributors felt thinly stretched during this year, as Learning Circles presented an additional task, separate 
from their daily work as faculty. Individuals interviewed from different groups suggested starting the strategic 
planning process sooner. Both ESCs and CLTs wished the strategic planning process had begun earlier so 
that teams that tend to procrastinate will go through several rounds of feedback from ESCs before the plans 
are due.  
 
ESCs felt overburdened by expectation for meeting with CLTs. Many ESCs were meeting with their CLTs 
regularly, and felt bogged down by the increased LC workload (in contrast to the one-on-one ES client 
relationships). Keeping up with each Change Leader Team at the rate that they were used to in the one-on-
one ESC/client model is unsustainable, and lower expectations of individual engagement and coaching must 
be reiterated in order for ESCs to avoid burnout and stay involved.  
 
Because of the heightened value of their limited time, CLTs were vocal about how their time in online meeting 
was used. CLT members reflected on the meetings and wished them to be more participatory. One CLT 
member said “there needs to be more interchange.” Several interviewees recommended to decrease time 
spent reading slides, one interviewee suggesting there be one or two slides that focused the discussion and 
framed the conversation. This would limit the didactic nature of the meetings and foster more group 
discussion. Several clients from separate institutions wished for ways to access summaries of the meetings, 
like reading a list of bulleted highlights from each meeting and reminders of where the resources are located. 
At the same time, LC ESCs reflected that CLT engagement in online meetings has increased over time. ESCs 
indicated they liked breaking into separate meeting rooms (in small groups) which increased CLT engagement. 
Reflecting on the challenges faced by Cohort 2, the ESCs advocated for face-to-face relationship building 
opportunities with their change leader team members, either built into the summit (not competing with 2-year 
client time), or at another time.  
 
Generally, none of the four regions incorporated the practice of introductions at every meeting and did not 
use people’s names in other CLTs. At the beginning of one observed meeting, Houston had everyone go 
around and say their name and institution. This particular meeting was very productive with all meeting 
attendees engaging with every topic and with each other. During one meeting, Eastern did do introductions, 
but it was the NCWIT staff that said everyone’s names and institutions. This specific meeting did not have a 
high level of engagement; the staff member asked the majority of the questions. Starting off with one person 
listing everyone’s names and institutions seems to minimize engagement. Having everyone re-announce their 
names and institutions gets their voices heard and primed for continued talking.  
 
One school found that they were at a different “level” of proficiency with this work than other schools, while 
another felt that their small size was unrepresented. In these situations, schools suggested more appropriate 
pairing with schools at a similar size and advancement in their change efforts: affinity pairing would have 
been advantageous for them.  
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Programmatic shifts 

 
In a focus group, ESCs remarked on the two year versus one year models with regard to sustainability. One 
ESC indicated that the one-year model “felt so fast to get it all done” indicating that “change takes time.” 
They felt strongly that the two-year model was more sustainable, and allowed them not only to plan changes, 
but also to change how people “perceive” their interactions with systemic change. They discussed how with 
one-year clients, expectations must change. One ESC suggested doing a “systematic follow-up” in which the 
one-year client re-engages with the ESC after the grant has ended, to help stay accountable to change. 
Interviewees indicated that adjusting to different models (with different grant funders), can be especially 
challenging as an ESC. 
 
CLTs expressed similar sentiments, with many clients requesting ongoing engagement with Extension Services 
in their final reports. One team remarked, “if you think about a success measure, that people didn’t want it to 
end, was meaningful. We built some community with each other.” The most satisfied schools expressed a 
desire to offer recently engaged colleagues an opportunity to engage with the NCWIT Summit, as well as 
continued access to learning communities to support their work.  
 
Institutions that expressed the highest confidence in sustainability regularly engaged other groups within their 
institution and across their broader community. Multiple clients reported that their success was grounded in 
faculty owning portions of the strategic plan. Their confidence in continued programming suggests that 
strategic planning should be linked to individual CLT members daily tasks, making their progress more realistic 
and attainable. When supporting strategic planning, ESCs should encourage team members to find 
connections to their own work and entry points that would allow CLT team members to take ownership, 
while still meeting their faculty commitments. Overall, they appreciated the structure of the model and the 
contributions of ES Staff, but worried about sustainability. 
 

What roles do the expert consultants play, and what benefits do the Change 

Leader Teams derive from their interaction with the consultants? 

Outcome Summary: Many positive impacts of expert Extension Services Consultants 

 
The Extension Services Consultant (ESC) role and their contributions to the active learning community are 
foundational to this model. Over this year we have observed the ESC role in Learning Circle Cohort 2 through 
online meeting recordings, interviews, and summit sessions. Clients tend to find great value in the support 
from ESCs. The ESCs served as an accountability measure reminding clients of deadlines, and keeping them 
on track and focused on their change efforts. ESCs were helpful in offering feedback on teams’ strategic plans, 
and sharing context-specific comments to strengthen them. They found the ESCs knowledgeable and 
resource-rich, helping clients identify the “central questions” that they were trying to ask. One team felt that 
their ESC’s level of “dedicated attention was pretty cool” as their 
ESC was a “known person in CS education circles.” Clients indicated 
that their ESCs were also impactful in the following additional ways: 
for solidarity and support, getting new ideas, and assisting with the 
interpretation of data. Overall, interviewees shared glowing reviews 
of their ESCs.  

 
ESCs described their relationships with clients as “different, depending on the client.” Some clients prefer 
a collaborative approach while others want you to “tell them what to do.” While the nature of the ESC and 
client relationships varied, some of the descriptions for those relationships include: “collegial and 

“Without [our ESC] we would be a 
mess...we would not have made the 
progress we made without [them].” 
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collaborative,” “positive and engaged,” and seeing themselves as “a resource and connector to resources” and 
even at times providing “emotional support” to clients, as change efforts can be emotionally demanding. 
 

Outcome Summary: Responsive Core Staff 

 
Broadly, clients found the Extension Services Core Staff to be really helpful and receptive to their wishes, 
particularly those who facilitated the Learning Circles meetings. One client shared: “I appreciated their 
willingness to change what we were doing. When they heard feedback that we weren’t happy with the online 
meetings, they changed what they were doing, so I appreciate that,” and “All three of them (Sherri, Leisa, and 
the LC facilitator) were great.” 
 
The Learning Circle facilitators received overwhelmingly positive feedback for their hard work. Clients 
indicated that they did hard work coordinating the meetings, facilitating the conversations and keeping them 
focused. Clients found the Learning Circle facilitators to be “interested in [their] success.” They also 
appreciated help with tracking data and navigating the Tracking Tool. When CLTs were not as engaged in the 
online meetings, the facilitation from the staff and ESC was very important in order to encourage further 
participation. Often times, staff and/or ESCs would narrow down the question, provide examples from past 
experiences, and give some prompts for the responses. In the meetings we watched, the Eastern region was 
mainly guided by the NCWIT core staff, while the Houston region had a lot more guided engagement from 
the ESCs, but this may have shifted in meetings that we did not review. 
 
ESCs described the NCWIT ES staff as “very supportive and positive” and “accessible” with quick response 
times when they have a need or quandary. Several ESCs described the small calls as “valuable” although the 
larger calls are “harder [with] so many people.” They wished for more opportunities to get together, or “more 
opportunities to learn from peers” in order to better learn what they are and are not doing especially well. 

Challenges 

 
A number of clients found scheduling meetings to be difficult with their ESCs, and wished for more regular 
(even brief) check-ins to get “un-stuck” on emerging challenges. The ESCs shared a frustration about 
scheduling meetings with clients—they found scheduling to be very time-intensive: “you can’t 
underestimate how much time we are spending trying to coordinate this stuff.” One ESC suggested that the 
clients be in charge of the scheduling to decrease that workload, but another found that tactic did not work 
for them.  
 
One client wished for the ESC to assess their team/institution, so they could understand how they were doing 
relative to other clients. Another client indicated it would be useful to have an ESC that had more familiarity 
with their school’s particular context (the liberal arts setting) in order to best serve them. There was resounding 
agreement that clients enjoyed face-time with their ESCs at the summit, and many wished for more 
opportunities to work in-person with their consultants. 
 
One ESC discussed how clients were given many resources at the beginning of the Learning Circle which 
was overwhelming for clients, and “didn’t make it easy for them to find documents at all.” A CLT member 
shared that while the resources are helpful; however, when accessing the NCWIT website “one can spend 
hours trying to digest all the information, the challenge is it’s a lot.”  While the material was organized into 
folders for clients, and clients often made use of the resources, there was still desire for an easier way to 
navigate NCWIT resources. A CLT member explained that receiving all the resources, folders, packets, and 
USB drive were “like drinking from a firehose” and wished that they could receive information 
incrementally as it was relevant to individual meetings and benchmarks. Clients suggested NCWIT staff 
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“slowly feed us the things we would need instead of just dumping it on us and feeling overwhelmed…we 
could handle the information in small soundbites.” 
 
Change Leader Team members wished for more actionable resources and concrete strategies from LC 
meetings. While they mentioned that there were often examples offered for change-making, not all those 
examples applied to their contexts (smaller institutions), so consider offering various examples that would 
resonate with a range of contexts. 
 
CLTs, Guides, and ESCs indicated the short timeline poses a challenge to accomplish the goals they set out 
to achieve. Various individuals interviewed felt like the expectations for the LC grant period were 
unachievable. One ESC said, “I am worried we are setting people up for failure…we have asked them to 
generate all this stuff in 9 months, and now, what happens? We end the relationship and say good luck to 
you? My guess is they will all be on the floor cursing us.” 

Programmatic shifts from cohort 1 to cohort 2 

 
Many of the challenges of Cohorts 1 and 2 with their ESC & ES staff were steeped in challenges around 
limited time.  In contrast, ESCs were overwhelmingly positive about the 2-year model as a facilitator of change. 
One ESC indicated that the model is effective when the client is motivated: “Where people put the time into 
it and are willing to do the work, I think the model is great.” Another consultant described the model as a 
“great teaching tool” helping people “understand where to look” in order to plan for and implement change. 
Another shared:“Those who sign up to participate with ES are already motivated and already want to do 
something…ES creates that structure for people [to make change] so they can move forward on things.” 
 
ESCs indicated that the ES model itself serves as a motivator for teams “once they start to see what we can 
do—that helps quite a lot.” Another ESC shared “the model of systemic change works effectively in that it 
organizes people’s thinking in the group…[and] gives structure.” 
 
Reflecting on Cohort 2, ESCs remarked on how the Learning Circles timeline did not allow for consistent 
relationship-building and momentum-building: they started with regular meetings, followed by attending 
the summit, but then after the summer they “limped over the finish line” with no summer meetings and an 
overwhelming number of fall meetings to make up for that break: “I think it was a burden and our clients 
became resentful…we ended not on the happy, chipper note we had hoped for.” The frequency of meetings 
in the latter half of the LC felt exhaustive to two of the interviewees. One ESC found that their clients didn’t 
necessarily feel burdened by the meeting quantity like the others. 
 
There was agreement about encouraging clients to contribute and engage more during meetings. One client 
had complained that “we are not undergrads; we are PhD faculty” in response to feeling lectured to in a LC 
meeting. The ESCs agreed that the meetings are evolving to be more engaging, and do hope that it continues 
in that direction, and yet, they wished for more opportunity for engagement: “We should be able to throw 
out a couple of questions and sit back and let it happen. I don’t think we should be overscripting—I think we 
overscript.” One suggestion is to send the slides a week in advance so that clients had time to review them 
well before the meeting itself, much like clients suggested the flipped classroom approach. One ESC wanted 
more of an expectation that clients do homework between meetings. 
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What roles do the Guide schools take on and how can the relationships with 

the Change Leader Teams in their groups be improved? 

Outcome Summary: The Guide role was not working as expected 

 
Change Leader Team members had varying perceptions of the Guide role. Some teams utilized the Guide, 
and worked with them independently in “at least one meeting” and meeting “every other week to share ideas.” 
Conversely, other CLTs either did not know the Guide role existed (did not recognize their Guide’s name) or 
“never had interaction with [them] this year.” One CLT member indicated that their Guide presented during 
one webinar, and in another they offered feedback on one issue. Generally, CLTs were lukewarm about 
their Guide’s role, expressing that they offered “some good information, but haven’t engaged… outside of 
our calls so far.”  One CLT expressed that their Guide’s expertise had no relevance to their own population 
or setting, so the support they provided “for us, doesn’t make sense.” 
 
The Guides generally agreed on what the Guide role should be. They felt that they should “share their 
experience and knowledge, what they have done and lessons learned.” Guides identified themselves as a “role 
model” or “thought partner” who shared the “high-pay off things they have done.” 
 
Most ESCs did not tend to see the benefit of the Guide role, as indicated by some of their comments: “I don’t 
think [the Guide role] was effective” and “it seemed so artificial.” One ESC, however, expressed that their 
Guide “contributed a lot” but their contributions were targeted to their experience, and not broadly helpful.  
ESCs suggested that Guides could come and speak at meetings selectively on their expertise: “We have guides 
with some particular expertise…so identify what that experience is and use them as guest speakers when they 
fit that curriculum.” 
 
Since the Guide role is not continuing in future Learning Circles models, this ESC feedback suggests that 
Guest Speakers who are invited to meetings to discuss a topic will be a meaningful solution, and likely a better 
use of clients’ and others’ time. 

Challenges 

 
Several of the Guides felt unclear about how to engage in meetings, questioning the efficacy of the Guide 
role. One Guide shared: “Even though we had a meeting, I almost feel like I’m just eavesdropping on a 
conversation and adding my two cents there. I don’t know how central I am” and another said “I think 
[Learning Circles] is a good model, although I don’t know that the Guide adds much to it.” Another Guide 
expressed that “I am an observer most of the time.”  
 
A few Guides wished that they were matched with Change Leader Teams that shared similar contexts to them 
so that their experiences and resources were well-matched with the CLTs’ contexts and goals. One Guide 
mentioned that “if we were somehow matched with people trying to do some of the same things we did 
successfully…” they could add more value. Another Guide shared: “Maybe if you could get more homogeneity 
with the clients in a circle, then you could match up a Guide with them that has real insight into that particular 
type of institution, or interventions they feel they need.”  
 
Guides described different feelings about their capacity for involvement: some would have liked to work 
more with CLTs, while others found the meeting schedule overwhelming on its own. One Guide mentioned 
they “volunteered to talk to people but no one has reached out to me yet,” offering services outside of 
meetings with no CLTs taking them up on their offer. Another Guide said, “I would love to reach out 
individually to teams” and that “maybe it’s a lack of clarity but I’m not sure it’s my role, so I haven’t.”  
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Programmatic shifts from cohort 1 to cohort 2 

 
Cohort 1 shared a lack of clarity around the intended role the Guide should play in the Learning Circles. This 
captured a number of challenges with the role including communication, involvement, and distinction 
between a Guide and an ESC. In Cohort 2 of Learning Circles, the Guide role continued, but was eliminated 
in Cohort 3. This was in response to a prior analysis of the role. This news was communicated to clients 
previously interviewed, unaffected by current changes, to gauge how this change would resonate. All clients 
found this to be a reasonable, if not wise, choice. Responses included that they think the program “would not 
lose much by doing that.” Eliminating the Guide role “makes sense,” and “I think that’s probably a good way 
to go,” a “good idea” and “that sounds reasonable.” There was resounding agreement with this decision. 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Value Participant Time with Efficient Systems 
 Offer a Comprehensive Introduction & Overview to LC. Information on Extension Services at 

the onset of the program to build context for the program and rapport with their ESC. One 
interviewee wished for more structure in starting the program, as “it was frustrating to understand 
what was going on...so open-ended…”  

 Coordinate more In-Person Meetings if Possible. Constituents from the majority of interview 
groups discussed a desire to meet in person more often. Help teams to plan a face to face meetings, if 
possible, for team members to present their progress to build visibility and increase accountability for 
their work. 

 Balance Meeting Times. Schedule meetings regularly throughout the LC grant period so that teams 
get into a rhythm of meeting with consistency. While meetings could decrease in the summertime to 
honor the academic schedule, keep a meeting presence over the summer so that teams don’t lose 
momentum in the fall.   

 Match CLTs by Likeness or Affinity. Group the Learning Circle Change Leader Teams so that they 
are similar in size, resources, and/or experience This will allow for more similarity in their efforts, and 
therefore amplify their ability to support and provide feedback to each other’s work meaningfully. 

 Plan Ahead and Communicate Accordingly. Offer CLTs and ESCs designated meeting topics 
months in advance. Share an overview of all topics to be discussed (syllabus-like) at the beginning of 
the grant period, so ESCs and CLT members can prepare to engage. ESCs who will be asked to 
present on a call should be given at least a two week notice of the topic so they can properly prepare. 

 Increase Discussion Time. Set expectations early on about participation on the calls. Prompt CLTs 
to come prepared with at least one question and/or one experience to share. One client suggested 
trying the “flipped classroom” approach where they can review content prior to the meeting, and use 
the meeting itself for engaging deliberately with one another. Start calls with self-introductions for a 
while so that people get to know each other and can engage at a more personal level. 

 Model the Asset-Based Approach. Engaging CLTs in the same relational and assets-based 
instruction they are encouraged to provide to students would offer further opportunities for generative 
conversations and provide strong examples of this pedagogical approach. An example of assets-based 
instruction might include CLTs who find success in challenge for other schools, leading their own 
seminars. This practice would tap into the funds of CLT leaders and offer real life applications of that 
knowledge for the participating group. 

 Increase Supports for Recruitment and Retention Plans. Encourage ESCs to share anonymized 
previously completed R&R plans, invite cross-pollination across novice and seasoned clients, and urge 
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ESCs to offer timely feedback to clients that helps them benchmark the viability and potential impact 
of their proposals.  

 

Set Attainable & Sustainable Expectations for Learning Circle Members 
 Offer Resources to CLTs Incrementally. Slowly offer CLTs the resources they need, rather than 

sharing all the NCWIT resources upfront. This would decrease a feeling of overwhelm experienced 
by CLTs: “We could handle the information in small soundbites.” 

 Help ESCs Move Towards Sustainable Work Practices. Set expectations for ESC involvement in 
Learning Circles that are explicit, compared to the two-year model expectations of engagement. ESCs 
who are used to the one-on-one ES model must transition to fewer CLT meetings and with less detail 
and meeting frequency to avoid burnout. This will diminish the wide range of effort ESCs are putting 
out, and will also allow ESCs to set boundaries with clients in order to maintain sustainability in the 
role.  

 Develop Timelines Based on Cohort 1 & 2 Reflections. Clients suggested that the LC timeline 
was ambitious, and wished for more time to dedicate to their change efforts, or even increase the 
duration to allow for more detailed reporting (allowing at least 6 additional months for producing the 
final report). Some simply felt that the deadlines were unrealistic given all of their activities and 
responsibilities.  

 Benchmark & Share Successful Client Projects. Another interviewee indicated that ES could have 
done more work to market the program strategically by sharing their “actionable results” with future 
departments. In the future, clients hoped for more examples of former ES clients’ successful projects 
to guide and benchmark their work, shared in the form of R&R templates or dialogues across clients.  
 

 

Take Further Steps to Bring the Model to Scale  

 Compensate a CLT Client for Leadership of their Team. Financial compensation, of any size, is 

a powerful symbolical tool. Several ESCs agreed this “could make the whole grant more powerful” as 

they found that one person typically spearheads the change efforts.  

 Collect Data before Strategic Planning. Beginning with a “data collection quarter” before mini-gift 

application, recruitment, and retention plans would help clients to make data-informed decisions. 

 Use the NCWIT Summit as Idea Incubator. Use the Summit to cross-pollinate ideas and strategies 

with different clients. Several ESCs thought the Summit time could be more useful if clients could 

“hear from those who have taken different paths” as well as those with similar circumstances to 

“brainstorm commonalities.” This would allow for meaningful in-person networking outside of the 

ESC-client relationship, and would be particularly effective if done in small groups. 

 Leverage ESC work to build more resources. Two ESCs suggested using the knowledge garnered 

through Extension Services to build new NCWIT resources or case studies, and suggested 

brainstorming these ideas during monthly ESC/ES staff meetings. 

 Follow-up with Clients to Measure Progress. One ESC suggested NCWIT host a formal webinar 

or use another formal mechanism to “discover” what happened, wondering: “What’s working? What’s 

not working? What could we learn that would be useful from other clients?” This might shed light on 

institutional changes that are taking place. 

 

CERSE’s Questions to Facilitate Future Improvement  

Client-specific recommendations that were described above are integrated into the following questions for ES 
Core staff to consider. We know that some of these recommendations are already being addressed in the latest 
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version of Learning Circles (Cohort 3). Be mindful that recommendations come directly from data from LC2; 
the process is iterative and continually growing. 
 
Structure of the Learning Circle Model 

 Have you considered how the Learning Circle representatives could best represent NCWIT at large? 
Are there opportunities for Learning Circles to share foundational NCWIT knowledge (on the 
organizational structure, awards, and programs) so that LC CLTs can represent the organization 
outwardly? 

 Is there a way to re-consider how the beginning and end of the program can better punctuate the 
experience for participants? Might you start the LC with more ramp-up knowledge about change 
theory and practice, and end with more follow-up and feedback on the CLTs’ work? 

 Could the LC timeline be slightly extended to allow for a follow-up after the final report submissions, 
to see to what extent clients were making change, or change the timeline of report submissions? 

 
Online Meeting Engagement 

 To what extent are participants engaging in meetings? Are representatives from each team speaking 
on each call? Is it clear to attendees what types of participation are expected of them? 

 How is community building taking place across clients during meetings? 

 Is there a way that the PowerPoints, informational videos, and other content can be shared in advance, 
much like the “flipped classroom” approach, in order for client conversation to occupy the bulk of 
the meetings themselves? 

 Is the content for the meetings appropriate to all schools, given that schools have different contexts 
and resources? If not, how could the content expand/be adapted to include all schools’ circumstances? 

 

Resource Navigation 

 Is there a way to point clients to resources in a timely manner (as are relevant to the month’s topics)?   
 

Affinity Groupings 

 To what extent are new Learning Circles grouped by affinity, or likeness? Has this affinity pairing 
allowed schools to build community more meaningfully, and resource one another? What types of 
affinities are being explored? Have you considered similar sizes, resources, educational philosophies, 
and fluency/experience with this kind of change work as dimensions of program identities? 

 Are there particular ESCs that have special experience with non-traditional or liberal arts schools that 
could be matched with such schools? 

 


