
 
 

Teaching Circles Facilitator Guide 
 
This Facilitator Guide is intended to help faculty design and lead teaching circles that are engaging, 

collegial, and productive. It clarifies what defines a successful teaching circle at RIT, regardless of 

topic or facilitator. The Guide provides practical advice for developing a circle proposal, planning 

meetings, scheduling sessions, and facilitating conversations that support reflective dialogue. It 

concludes with examples of teaching circles from across RIT’s colleges, disciplines, and programs, 

illustrating how faculty have adapted the model to explore diverse pedagogical questions. 
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1. Why Teaching Circles at RIT 
Teaching Circles are a signature faculty development program supported by RIT’s Center for Teaching and 

Learning (CTL). The purpose of a teaching circle is to bring faculty and other instructors of record together 

across RIT colleges, disciplines, and ranks to discuss meaningful issues related to teaching and learning.  

The goal is to build a small community of adult learners (6-12 members is ideal) interested in understanding 

the complexity and application of teaching and learning issues  such as pedagogy, assessment, engaging 

teaching practices, and new technologies. 

Like many Teaching Circles programs in higher education, RIT’s program is intentionally faculty-led and 

crowd-sourced. Before every semester, we invite faculty to propose a teaching circle based on their interests 

and teaching contexts—the key proposal artifact is a 150-250-word circle description. (Appendix A contains a 

diverse set of example circle descriptions.) 

Facilitators determine how often the circle will meet over a semester (typically 4-8 times), the meeting mode 

(in-person or Zoom), and whether the schedule is established by polling interested participants or pre-set by 

facilitators. CTL then publicizes these circles to the broader campus community at the start of each semester. 

Interested participants join a circle by contacting the circle facilitator(s) directly.  

While our model encourages innovation and responsiveness, it also means that teaching circles can vary 

widely in goals, learning design, organizational structure, and other factors. This Facilitator Guide exists to 

provide a shared foundation across that diversity. It articulates what makes a teaching circle recognizably an 

RIT teaching circle—regardless of topic or facilitator—and offers guidance for designing, proposing, 

scheduling, and facilitating a circle that aligns with those shared expectations.  

2. The Teaching Circle Compact 
All RIT teaching circles are grounded in a set of shared commitments that shape how the group works 

together. These commitments form a collective compact among facilitators, participants, and CTL. In teaching 

circles, we commit to: 

●​ Shared responsibility for learning. Teaching circles are collaborative spaces. All participants 

contribute questions, perspectives, and experiences that shape the group’s direction. 

●​  Respect for diverse teaching contexts. Each member brings different disciplinary traditions, 

institutional roles, and student populations. These differences are treated as resources for learning, 

not obstacles. 

●​ Consistent engagement. Faculty communities rely on regular participation and presence; sustained 

engagement supports trust and deeper inquiry. Everyone is expected to attend the majority of 

meetings. 
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●​ Flexibility grounded in purpose. Teaching circles are designed to adapt to participants’ evolving 

interests, while maintaining a shared sense of purpose and direction. 

●​ Confidentially. Conversations and other interactions during a teaching circle are confidential. This 

refers to: the process of members not talking about individual’s personal disclosures outside the 

group; and the standing assumption that no recordings will be made of circle meetings, unless there is 

unanimous agreement to do otherwise. 

●​  Research integrity. Because teaching circles may involve the discussion, collection, or sharing of 

teaching-related data and practices, members agree to comply with all applicable RIT research and 

compliance policies, including those related to human subjects and data use. 

3. Proposing and Scheduling a Teaching Circle 

Proposing Circles 

In our crowd-sourced model, the proposal is the first act of facilitation. The language used to name and 

describe a teaching circle does important work before the first meeting: it indicates what kind of community 

the circle will be, who it is for, and how participants are expected to engage.  

CTL-sponsored teaching circles are advertised to the entire RIT campus across all colleges, departments, 

programs, and disciplines. While department or program faculty communities are valuable and can be 

organized without campus-wide publicity, they generally fall outside the scope of CTL’s teaching circles. 

Therefore, proposals should be designed with an interdisciplinary audience in mind: 

●​ Frame teaching and learning questions broadly enough to invite multiple perspectives 

●​ Avoid assuming shared disciplinary knowledge and norms 

●​ Emphasize issues, practices, or challenges that faculty are talking about and resonate across fields 

 

This interdisciplinarity is a defining feature of the program and a significant source of its impact. Previous 

circle participants, when asked what they valued about the experience, said: 

 “Making new connections across disciplines.” 

 “I enjoyed being able to interact with faculty who I wouldn’t normally meet.” 

“Community! Made new friends and collaborators from wildly different parts of campus.” 

“Energizing and encouraging to meet with others in similar situations and see how some of the 

techniques play out in other fields, other courses.” 

Near the end of each semester, CTL sends a Call to Propose a Teaching Circle for the following semester. The 

proposal form reflects the principles outlined here, asking facilitators to articulate not only their topic, but 

also to state their approach to organizing and sustaining the circle. Teaching circle descriptions that are 

particularly effective in this way tend to: 

04/27/2026​ ​ 3 

https://www.rit.edu/srs/research-compliance
https://www.rit.edu/srs/research-compliance


 
 

●​ Communicate that teaching circles are, above all, faculty discussion groups 

●​ Describe what participants will do, not just what they will learn 

●​ Signal consistent structure (e.g., regular meetings, facilitated discussion) that sustains conversation 

and interaction over a semester 

 

Scheduling CIrcles 

The penultimate component of a teaching circle description is a short statement on how meetings are or will 

be scheduled. As one can imagine, finding a common time for multiple faculty to meet across a semester can 

be challenging. There are essentially two different scheduling models. Neither model is ideal, as there are 

pros and cons to each, though the first is fairer yet less flexible. 

The Preselection Model 

Facilitators (pre)select dates and then inform would-be participants upfront of the circle’s schedule: that is, 

the day/time/length, number of dates, and meeting mode (in-person and/or Zoom). Like an RIT student 

choosing a class with its fixed schedule, circle participants check their calendar (and consider their willingness 

to change it) to see if the announced schedule allows them to participate or not.  

Here is an example “preselection statement” from a previous circle description:  

"We will meet on-campus (location TBA) approximately every other Tuesday,12:00- 1:00 p.m., on the 

following five dates: Jan 27, Feb 10, Feb 24, March 24, and April 14. "  

The Polling Model 

Facilitators inform would-be participants they will poll them (using a tool like Moodle or WhenIsGood) to find 

a day and time, and perhaps the meeting mode(s), that works best for facilitators and participants alike. 

There will likely be some back and forth to finally determine the best times to meet (and some would-be 

participants may unfortunately not find a fit).  

Here is an example “polling statement” from a previous circle description: 

"Participants will be polled to establish a meeting time and to determine if in-person, Zoom, and/or 

hybrid discussion format is preferred for the six, 50-minute meetings.” 

The last component of a circle description is an invitation to contact the facilitator–or the designated 

facilitator if there are two or more facilitators–by email, Google Form, or similar tool of your choice. While 

CTL campus-wide invitations to “Join a Teaching Circle” include a deadline for contacting facilitators (typically 

the last day of Week 2 the semester), facilitators are free to accept or not accept participants after that date.  
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Examples of teaching circle descriptions that illustrate a range of successful design approaches can be found 

in Appendix A. These examples are offered to support sense-making and inspiration, not as templates. 

4. Facilitating a Successful Teaching Circle 
Once a circle has been proposed and participants have joined, the facilitator’s role shifts from convenor to 

guide. Facilitating a teaching circle is not the same as teaching a class or leading a workshop. Rather than 

delivering content or directing outcomes, facilitators create and sustain the conditions for thoughtful, 

collegial discussion over time. Successful facilitation means guiding the process while sharing intellectual 

space. 

The first meeting sets expectations for the semester. It is important to establish clarity about purpose, 

participation, and process. Facilitators should: 

●​ Revisit the circle’s goals, proposed activities, and clarify what makes the topic “discussable” over 

multiple meetings 

●​ Review the Teaching Circle Compact, including confidentiality and shared responsibility 

●​ Lay out the ground rules for civil and respectful interaction (see below) 

●​ Invite participants to share their interests in and questions about the circle’s topic and proposed 

activities–as they talk, note emergent themes 

●​ Debrief those emerging themes as potential issues for future discussion 

●​ Confirm logistics and expectations for the next meeting 

 

Because teaching circles bring together faculty from different disciplines, roles, and perspectives, civil and 

respectful interaction is essential. While norms may vary depending on the topic and composition of the 

group, facilitators are encouraged to establish clear ground rules at the outset. Common expectations 

include: 

●​ Constructive dialogue. Focus on ideas rather than individuals, frame disagreements productively 

rather than competitively 

●​ “I” statements. Speak from personal experience rather than generalizing about others or entire 

groups 

●​ Equitable participation (“share the air”). Be mindful of how much space you take up in discussion 

and encourage balanced contributions 

●​ Respect for diversity and confidentiality. Honor differences in experience, perspective, and identity 

 

Teaching circles thrive when conversation remains reflective and grounded in practice. Facilitators support 

this by: 
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●​ Posing open-ended, exploratory questions 

●​ Drawing connections across disciplinary perspectives 

●​ Summarizing emerging themes or tensions 

●​ Gently redirecting discussion when it drifts 

 

While circles are flexible, they benefit from consistent patterns of engagement. Many facilitators adopt a 

simple rhythm, such as: 

●​ A brief opening check-in or framing prompt 

●​ Focused discussion around a shared question, reading, or artifact 

●​ Closing reflection and preview of next steps 

 

Teaching circles are collaborative by design. Facilitators can reinforce shared responsibility by: 

●​ Drawing in participants who are quiet 

●​ Inviting participants to suggest questions or issues 

●​ Encouraging members to facilitate portions of meetings 

●​ Affirming contributions that deepen collective insight 

 

The final meeting of a teaching circle should provide intentional closure rather than simply ending when time 

runs out. Facilitators are encouraged to invite reflection on how participants’ thinking has evolved over the 

semester, what questions remain open, and how insights from the circle may inform future teaching practice. 

This can be done through a brief round-robin reflection, a written prompt, or a facilitated discussion of key 

themes that emerged. 

5. Support from CTL 

Logistical Support 

The Center for Teaching and Learning provides logistical support to teaching circle facilitators and participants 

in many ways, including: 

●​ Assisting circle facilitators in the development of titles, descriptions, and meeting options for their 

circles. 

●​ Matching circle facilitators/topics with prospective circle participants through RIT-wide 

communication channels. 

●​ Orienting and advising facilitators on circle scheduling, communications, and organization/facilitation. 
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●​ Reserving appropriate and available meeting spaces within CTL. These spaces include the Faculty 

Learning Commons (05-A600), which seats 15-20; and the Golia Conference Room (05-A675), which 

seats 6-8. 

Assessment and Evaluation Support 
 

CTL has long been committed to assessing the effectiveness of the Teaching Circles program in order to 

strengthen the experience for both facilitators and participants. Beginning in Spring semester 2026, CTL will 

discontinue its joint facilitator-participant survey and instead administer one designed for facilitators and 

another for participants. While both surveys will invite reflection on the quality of discussion, engagement, 

and overall value of the circle, the facilitator survey will also ask about planning, facilitation practices, and 

circle organization. Survey findings will be sent to their respective respondents. Feedback from these surveys 

will help CTL refine program guidelines, improve facilitator support, and identify ways the program can 

continue to evolve to meet the changing interests and needs of RIT faculty 
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Appendix A: Example Teaching Circle Descriptions 

Capstone Connections (Beth DeBartolo, Dean’s Office, KGCOE) 

An engineer, an industrial designer, and a museum expert walked into a bar...wait, no, maybe it was a 

lumberyard. Anyway, time passed, the students had a great adventure, and they all graduated richer for the 

experience, but only because we were able to make some curricular connections between RIT programs. RIT 

has dozens of capstone/senior project classes, and when we're able to find projects that bring these students 

together in interesting ways, the students, instructors, and clients benefit.  

If you're interested in finding ways for your capstone/senior project students to find projects and 

collaborators outside their major, join us for monthly discussion and planning. Potential group deliverables: 

Create a map and comparison of our capstone/project course structures—this will help enable future 

collaboration, and depending on the breadth of disciplines, could be published at the Capstone Design 

Conference or IJEE. Identify potential collaborative capstone projects for the next academic year. 

Creating More Research Opportunities through Classroom Teaching (Kaitlin 
Stack Whitney, Science, Technology, and Society; CLA; Environmental Science, 
COS) 

One myth about teaching is that it’s time away from research. What if, instead, we try viewing research as an 

integral part of classroom teaching—and as an opportunity for both students and faculty? By its nature, 

research is often active and collaborative— integrating it into courses supports broader goals of pedagogy 

that are driven by active and experiential learning connected to real- world challenges and methods. 

Integrating research into courses also makes research experiences, especially initial exposure, much more 

accessible for RIT students from diverse backgrounds. This could “hook” students who may not have 

imagined research in their future, in turn leading them to supervised research experiences on and off 

campus.  

Participants will learn from each other— what barriers and solutions may exist, what has or has not worked 

previously, and what resources may be needed for success. We will read and discuss multiple models for 

integrating research into teaching based on different types of course formats. Each member will have an 

opportunity to plan and map out a new research activity or strategy to try in the semester ahead. Members 

will have the option of writing up that experience in a collaborative publication. 

04/27/2026​ ​ 8 



 
 

Defining Mentoring and Its Application / Value for Today’s College Student 
(Barry Strauber (School of Communication, CLA) 

The idea of mentoring is ancient. The original Mentor was described by Homer as the “wise and trusted 

counselor” whom Odysseus left in charge of his household during his travels. In modern times, the concept 

of mentoring has found application in virtually every forum of learning. The “big idea” of student mentoring 

says that we are responsible for helping students “make their puzzle pieces fit” so as to show a path to a 

desired future. A fundamental difference between mentoring and advising is that mentoring is a personal and 

professional relationship. And a mentoring relationship develops over an extended period, during which a 

student’s needs and the nature of the relationship tend to change. 

We will begin with a round- robin discussion about what being a mentor means to the members of the circle, 

followed by a guided discussion of recent articles regarding mentoring strategies. Each member of the circle 

will have an opportunity to pilot their own idea of a mentor strategy in their student relationships and then 

share successes and failures with the group with the hope of creating a cumulative understanding of the 

strengths and weaknesses of particular mentoring models and strategies 

Difficult Conversations: Handling Challenging Student Situations with Empathy 
and Fairness (Jessamy Comer, Psychology, CLA) 

"My mom has been sick in the hospital. Can I have an extension on this assignment?" "I didn't know you 

couldn't write something word-for-word off the internet and put it in your paper without citing the source! 

No one ever told me that!" "My groupmates are all lazy- no one is doing the work but me!" One of the most 

difficult parts of being a teacher is handling difficult student situations like these with grace and fairness. In 

this teaching circle, we will discuss different types of challenges we face when working with students and 

how to develop effective strategies for handling them. The format of the circle will entail informal discussions 

of these issues via one-hour Zoom meetings. 

Focusing on the Flip (Michelle Chabot and Kristina Driscoll, School of Physics and 
Astronomy, COS) 

The pandemic caused many more faculty to use videos and technology in the classroom. As one specific 

result of the more prevalent use of technology, flipped and micro-flipped pedagogy has begun to be more 

widely implemented across the RIT community. Like with any teaching methodology, flipped classes are most 

successful when constantly reevaluated and refreshed.  

This teaching circle aims to gather the flipped-class community (including those only partially flipping) from 

different disciplines across RIT. Over the course of five one-hour meetings, we plan to have participants: 1) 
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Summarize their own current implementation of the flipped class, 2) Discuss pitfalls and challenges they have 

encountered, 3) Discuss solutions to those challenges, 4) Discuss advantages and encouraging results, and 5) 

Develop a set of general tips and best practices. By sharing across disciplines, we can all look at the big 

picture of the flipped class pedagogy and be exposed to new ideas. In turn, we can each reevaluate our own 

implementation methods and fine-tune our own teaching.  

Fostering Social Impact Design and Engagement Opportunities for Students 
(Rob Stevens, Mechanical Engineering, KGCOE; Sarah Brownel, Dean’s Office; Ann 
Howard, Science, Technology, and Society, CLA) 

Social entrepreneurship, community engagement, and humanitarian engineering learning activities are 

becoming increasingly popular for developing critical thinking skills, nurturing empathy, and practicing 

problem solving while exposing students to other cultures, backgrounds, and viewpoints. How many students 

do you know who want to have an impact on the world? Or who wants to be engaged in communities in 

meaningful ways? 

Have you ever wondered how to provide community engagement opportunities for your students? Do you 

believe that the role of the university is to serve and be more engaged in our global community? If so, please 

join faculty from multiple disciplines to explore formal and informal ways in which students can engage 

locally and internationally to promote equitable economies, just societies, and healthy communities for all. 

Teaching circle activities will include sharing current community engagement activities at RIT, researching and 

discussing engagement programs at other universities, and exploring the development of an RIT program 

focused on Social Impact Design and Engagement. 

Teaching Well and Living Well at RIT (Sandi Connelly, Center for Teaching and 
Learning, Academic Affairs; School of Life Sciences, COS) 

Join a small, supportive cohort and walk away with tools you can use immediately. 

This teaching circle will create a supportive and reflective space for new and early-career faculty from across 

disciplines to explore effective, manageable teaching practices while building sustainable faculty lives. Topics 

will combine evidence-based pedagogy with realistic strategies for balance, resilience, and building 

confidence in the classroom. Participants will be encouraged to share teaching wins and challenges, try out 

low-stakes practices, and connect with others navigating the early faculty experience. This circle will support 

new faculty in teaching well and living well—without burning out in the process.  

Goals for participants: 
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●​ Join a small cohort of peer colleagues for idea-sharing and encouragement 

●​ Explore active and inclusive teaching techniques in a low-pressure setting 

●​ Share tools and strategies for time management and boundary setting 

●​ Engage in meaningful reflection about teaching identity and development 

●​ Leave with a toolkit of resources, ideas, and friendships to carry forward 

 

Using Active Learning to Foster Critical Thinking (Melodie Kolmetz, Physician 
Assistant Program, CHST) 

One of our goals as educators is to foster lifelong learning and critical thinking in our students, therefore we 

are responsible for teaching how to learn. Understanding how to learn is perhaps the initial critical thinking 

skill and opens the door to much greater knowledge acquisition. Active learning strategies have been linked 

to improved critical thinking skills, so the purpose of this teaching circle is to explore pedagogical strategies 

and ideas for incorporating active learning strategies into our classes with the ultimate goal of helping 

students understand how to learn.  

We will begin with a round- robin discussion about what active learning means to the members of the circle, 

followed by a guided discussion of recent research articles regarding active learning strategies. Each member 

of the circle will have an opportunity to trial a new active learning strategy in the classroom and then share 

successes and failures with the group with the hope of creating a reference for others who wish to 

incorporate active learning strategies in their own teaching. 
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