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Origin of Wilmette Institute 

• Three Year Plan (1993–
96) had 3 central goals 

• One  was “greatly 
developing the human 
resources of the Cause” 

• Wilmette Institute was 
one response to this goal 

• The Ridván 1993 message 
stated that the “training of 
the friends and their 
striving, through serious 
individual study, to acquire 
knowledge of the Faith, to 
apply to principles and 
administer its affairs, are 
indispensable to 
developing the human 
resources necessary to the 
progress of the Cause.”  



Three Year Plan Goals 

• That training is “to be 
given in a manner that 
inspires love and devotion 

• fosters firmness in the 
Covenant 

• prompts the individual to 
active participation in the 
work of the Cause and to 
taking sound initiatives in 
the promotion of its 
interests.” 

• The message also called 
for efforts to attract 
people of capacity 



Responses 

• Group of staff at the Bahá’í 
National Center, Wilmette, 
met in Sept. 2004 and 
established a committee, 
the Institute for Bahá’í 
Studies 

• The IBS proposed a 
“program of study similar to 
the World Order Studies 
program at Landegg 
[Academy in Switzerland]” 

• Dr. Iraj Ayman had come to 
Wilmette and was able to 
help 

• National Spiritual Assembly 
approved this program of 
study in late January 1995 

• “Wilmette Academy” or 
“Wilmette Institute”? Firuz 
Kazemzadeh recommended 
the latter (many 
“academies” are high 
schools) 

• National Spiritual Assembly 
approved, but specified the 
Wilmette Institute had to be 
financially self sufficient 



What to do? 

• In 1995, the internet 
was very young and 
little used 

• Wilmette Institute 
decided to create a 
face-to-face, four-year 
program of study, which 
it called Spiritual 
Foundations for a 
Global Civilization 

• Summer program was 
preceded by 
preparatory reading and 
succeeded by 
conference calls, more 
reading, homework, 
and email discussion 

• How do you create a 
comprehensive 
curriculum for study of 
the Faith? 



Eight Modules 

• (1) Religion, Philosophy, 
and Theology 

• (2) Individual 
Development, Marriage, 
and Family Life 

• (3) Community and 
Administrative Order 

• (4) Teachings for a New 
World Order 

• Each was a dominant 
theme for ONE year 

• (5) Bahá’í History 

• (6) Bahá’í Scripture 

• (7) Skills Development 
(public speaking, LSA 
organizational skills, 
expository writing, public 
relations) 

• (8) Teaching the Faith 

• These were partially 
covered EVERY year 



Spiritual Foundations for a Global 
Civilization 

• It took a year to outline 
a comprehensive 
curriculum 

• April 1996: 2 fat 
notebooks of readings 
were mailed to each 
learner 

• July 1996: 40 learners 
came to National Louis 
University, Evanston, for 
4 weeks of study 

• House of Worship: a 5 
minute walk away! 

• Incredible learning 
experience; very 
intense 

• Very diverse group 

• Sept-May: Follow up by 
phone and listserv 



Problems 
• Cost: $750 plus 

transportation 

• No one wanted credit; 
National Louis expected 
to make $500 off most of 
the students to give them 
a transcript 

• We had to move to 
Kendall College or hold 
classes at the Evanston 
Unitarian Church in later 
years 

• Fewer and fewer wanted 
to come 

• We shortened the 
program to 3 weeks 

• Later we shortened it to 2 
weeks, then to 10 days 

• This made the program 
cheaper, but the audience 
dropped anyway 

• 1997: Year 2 had 29 
learners; 1999 had 15; 
2003 had 7 



More problems 

• 2002: Study of the Ruhi 
books begins to spread 
across the US 

• Interest in the program 
plummeted 

• National Louis University 
and Kendall College closed 
their campuses and moved 
away by 2005 

• No dorms or classrooms 
available 

• 1996-99: First 4-year cycle 
was completed 

• 2000-03: Second 4-year 
cycle completed 

• 2004-05: Two years of third 
cycle were completed 

• 2006: Only 5 students 
wanted to come (to 
Louhelen), so we shut it 
down 

• Wilmette Institute Board 
wants to reestablish the 
entire program online 
eventually if learning can be 
measured adequately 



Wilmette Institute and Training 
Institutes 

• "To select one curriculum to be used by training institutes 
worldwide for a certain period of time is not to ignore the 
variety of needs and interests of the friends as they 
endeavour to better equip themselves to understand and 
apply the teachings of Bahá'u'lláh. Nor does it in any way 
diminish the value of the efforts made to develop courses and 
materials to respond to these needs. It is not intended to 
suggest, either, that one curriculum should necessarily appeal 
to everyone. What this decision does imply, however, is that 
the present demands of the growth of the Faith are such that, 
for some years to come, training institutes should not 
attempt to meet all of the needs and interests of the friends. 

• . . . . “Local deepening classes and summer and winter 
schools . . . remain an important feature of Bahá’í 
community life . . .” 

• Universal House of Justice, December 28, 2005, para. 5 and 6. 



Online Learning Begins and Grows 

• Some people wanted to buy 
our study materials 

• Listservs provided a way to 
discuss materials online 

• The Revelation of 
Bahá’u’lláh, 1853–68: Our 
first online course, Jan-June 
1998 

• 80 people signed up! 
• Mailed out materials to 

everyone 
• Primitive website set up 

• Covered materials from the 
first two Taherzadeh 
volumes 

• Second course covered the 
other two in six months 

• Courses were WAY too long; 
people got tired 

• Fewer took the second 
course because they felt 
they needed to take the first 
course first 

• When we split the material 
into four 3-month courses, 
the fourth course barely 
had enough learners to run 



Primitive Technology! 

• People paid by check, or we 
had to process credit cards 
by hand! 

• Web site software was 
clumsy and hard to use 

• Earliest website (1997) was 
an organizational and 
aesthetic disaster 

• Everyone used the same 
password to access courses 
or had to be added to them 
by hand 

• No pdfs yet; materials had 
to be mailed out 

• Faculty had no experience 
with online learning or 
design 

• Courses were poorly 
designed; learning 
objectives poorly thought 
out 

• Conference calls were 
horrendously expensive 

• High chaos level 
• Duct tape, chewing gum, 

and prayer; and patience! 



Gradual improvements 

• 1998: 4 online courses, 
145 learners 

• That and Spiritual 
Foundations took 2 full 
time staff positions 

• 2014: 38 courses, 1,000 
learners, served by two 
positions of 29 and 15 
hours per week 

• Moodle (2008), Constant 
Contact (2008), Cvent 
(2009) were the key 

• Now we have: pdfs, 
course-management 
software, web-page 
editing software, 
registration software, 
automated credit-card 
payments, marketing 
software, and experience 

• We are now on website 
#5 



Publicity and Marketing 

• Our occasional paper 
newsletter became a 
monthly eNewsletter 

• With permission of the 
National Spiritual 
Assembly we started 
sending our publicity to 
all 29,000 email 
addresses in the 
database in 2009 

• Course registrations 
tripled overnight! 

• We now have a 
Facebook Page, a 
Twitter account, a 
Google + account, a 
Pinterest page, and 
YouTube channel 

• They are updated 
regularly 



Growth and Diversification of Courses 

• 1999: 8 courses, 241 
learners 

• 2009: 16 courses, 367 
learners 

• 2010: 23 courses, 790 
learners 

• 2012: 27 courses, 874 
learners 

• 2014: 36 courses, 1,012 
learners 

• Ten courses on Bahá’u’lláh’s 
works; 2 on `Abdu’l-Bahá’s 
works; 3 on Shoghi Effendi’s 
works 

• 6 in biography and history 

• 10 on world religions; 3 on 
scriptures 

• Theology, philosophy, Badi 
calendar, Mashriqu’l-Adhkar 

• Marriage courses 

• Climate change, sustainable 
development, archives 

• Public discourse subjects 
(economics, world 
federation, destiny of 
America) 

 



Accumulated record 

• 316 online courses, 8,786 
learners since 1998 

• Learners have included a 
dozen nuns, two rabbis, 
and one imam! 

• Residing in 110 countries 
• Over 80 faculty, currently; 

41% are women 
• Some are academics, 

some are veteran 
believers with extensive 
experience 

• Eight students have 
approached their 
universities and gotten 
credit for taking 13 of our 
courses 

• Many amazing stories of 
what the courses have led 
to 

• Much support for the 
core activities 

• Number of new Bahá’ís 
resulting: unknown 



Planning and Collaboration 

• New courses are always 
offered when new 
scriptural works are 
published 

• Climate Change, 
Sustainable 
Development,  and 
Archives were 
collaborative efforts 
with other agencies 

• One course was 
organized and 
cosponsored by the 
Bahá’í Academy of India 

• 20th anniversary Web 
Talks series has been 
inaugurated 

• Institute plans a 
considerable expansion 
in use of live web video 



Volunteers 

• Monthly eNewsletter 
has a volunteer editor, 
who also writes much 
of the content 

• Volunteers help with 
website maintenance 

• Volunteers help with 
marketing videos 

• Half the faculty donate 
their time 

• Half receive honoraria 
(7-week courses take a 
lot of time) 



Six-Word “Essays” 

• Curious? Prepare to be. 
Engaged, amazed! (John Morgan, 
Austin, TX) 

• Challenging, Eye-Opening, 
Inspiring Spiritual Experience 
(Cynthia Hall, High Point, NC) 

• Knowledge that serves to 
deepen devotion (Niki Daniels, 
Waterloo, SC) 

• Wilmette Institute, a living 
divine phenomenon (Barbara 
Pakravan, Hefei, China) 

• A spiritual tour de brain 
candy (Linda Zahl, St Helens, OR) 

 
Enriching learning, spiritual 
expansion, warm community 
(Donna Pickel, St Marys, ON) 
 
Well Paced Without High Input 
Overload (Rich Davi, Mt Prospect, IL) 
 
Insightful - practical experience - 
togetherness - real progress 
(Stephen Thirlwall, Ottawa, ON) 
 
Worldly eyes seeing through 
Divine spectacles. (Judy Russell, 
Prescott, AZ) 

These show how the Institute 
has touched the heart as well 
as mind 



Lessons Learned from Ruhi 

• From Ruhi: Focus on skills 
learned and how to 
involve the course 
materials in the core 
activities 

• Skills we focus on: Critical 
thinking, perceptive 
reading, appreciation for 
context, the habit of 
continual learning 

• Developing confidence 
• Touching the heart 

• Encouraging projects 
(PowerPoints, art 
projects, research papers) 

• Wilmette Institute is now 
developing the editorial 
capacity to edit projects 
and place them on its 
public website 

• An online arts journal is 
planned by the arts 
faculty 



Lessons learned from educational 
pedagogy 

• Focus on individualized, 
self-motivated capacity 
building 

• Ask everyone to create 
a “Personal Learning 
Plan” 

• Ask everyone to 
complete a learning self 
assessment at the end 
of the course 

• Award certificates of 
completion for 
completing the learning 
self assessment 

• Provide active 
mentoring 

• No required tests or 
projects 

• No grades 



The Vision 
• Courses, webinars, scholarship (publishing of faculty 

and student work), and public education (reports about 
student accomplishments, Web talks) constitute the 
various prongs that make the Wilmette Institute a sort 
of “proto-mini-university” 

• Wilmette Institute’s Five Year Plan focuses on: 
• Finding ways to provide credit for taking courses on the 

Faith 
• Ways to improve course quality 
• Ways to development scholarship and public discourse 
• Throughout, ways to connect the heart to the 

revelation 
     Together, they keep us very busy! 



Challenge: 2016 

• The tentative 2016 
schedule calls for 50 
courses and webinars 

• We need more faculty, 
ideas for new courses, 
editors, and HELP! 

• We will do at least 12 
Web Talks in 2016 

• We want to schedule a 
lot more webinars and 
short courses in 2016 

• We want to get our web 
publishing plan up and 
running 

• We’d like to start 
arranging for more 
learners to get college 
credit 

• We may offer small 
($500-$1,000) research 
and writing grants 



Contact Information 

• Email me with 
comments and 
suggestions: 
rstockman@usbnc.org 

 

• Call toll free: 

877-wilmette 

(calls are forwarded to 
my cell phone) 

mailto:rstockman@usbnc.org

