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● What are Communities of Practice (CoPs) and why are they valuable?
● How we designed for emergent learning and captured discipline-specific and 

interdisciplinary insights
● Insights and takeaways from designing and facilitating our faculty communities

Communities of Practice: Presentation Overview



3

A Community of Practice (CoP) is a group of people who share a concern or a passion 
for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly.   

There are three critical characteristics of successful CoPs: 

1.A shared domain of interest. 

2.In pursuing their interest in their domain, members form communities to engage in 
joint activities and discussions, help each other, and share information. They 
build relationships that enable them to learn from each other.

3.Members of a CoP are practitioners. And they develop shared practices through 
a repertoire of resources: experiences, stories, tools, ways of addressing recurring 
problems. This takes time and sustained interaction. While the domain provides the 
area of interest for the community, the practice is the specific focus around which the 
community develops, shares and maintains its core collective knowledge.

What is a Community of Practice? 
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“A community of practice essentially divides the 
work of value evaluation and helps you focus on 
what you need. Furthermore, there are too many 
places to find information and it is too much to try to 
determine the value.”

--Dr. Krys Ziska Strange (Tufts University and OLC 
consultant on Disciplinary CoPs)

Communities of Practice: Why communities of practice?
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From Tony Bates Blog: Wenger, McDermott and Snyder (2002) have 
identified seven key design principles for creating effective and self-sustaining 
communities of practice:

1. Design for evolution

2. Open a dialogue between inside and outside perspectives

3. Encourage and accept different levels of participation

4. Develop both public and private community spaces

5. Focus on value

6. Combine familiarity and excitement

7. Create a rhythm for the community

Communities of Practice: Design Considerations

https://www.tonybates.ca/2014/10/01/the-role-of-communities-of-practice-in-a-digital-age/
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● Faculty and instructional professionals from across institutions (both 2- and 4-year) 
participated in a series of knowledge-building sessions focused on effectively leveraging 
digital learning tools and centering student equity within a disciplinary context.

○ Monthly live sessions during Fall 2021 and Spring 2022 semesters (6 total)
○ Dedicated asynchronous space (Canvas course site) for continuing conversations 

and sharing resources
○ Focus on writing, math, chemistry, and biology instruction

● Participants met both in their discipline-specific communities and as a single, interdisciplinary 
group to share and learn from one another as well as from guest speakers and facilitators.

● Live sessions and digital space were designed to provide structure and introduce important 
concepts while also empowering participants to take ownership of discussion topics, work 
products, and action planning. They were also designed to encourage professional 
development, mentorship, and support for innovation in instruction. 

Disciplinary CoPs: Purpose & Structure
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We focused on creating opportunities for:
1. Engagement with a blend of discipline-specific and interdisciplinary perspectives

2. Faculty leaders to share examples/experiences and facilitate discussion within 
discipline-specific groups

3. Participants to direct and co-create knowledge

4. Active engagement through relevant topics and provocations

5. Active curation of content

6. Tapping into the collective knowledge of faculty to drive the development of assets and 
resources for the field

7. Differentiated levels of participation (asynchronous digital spaces, ample workshop time 
in small groups, limited time spent presenting content)

Communities of Practice: Design Features
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1.Offer different levels of information and discussion to engage practitioners with different 
problems and levels of experience within the same discipline.

2.Set clear expectations for participation and topics upfront. By offering a clear curriculum 
participants can decide whether to join a meeting and make sure they are prepared to get 
as much out of it as they can.

3.Bring a plurality of voices and perspectives into the CoPs beyond those present in real time 
via an intentional digital home in an LMS. 

4.Create facilitator- and participant-curated resource and reading lists.

Communities of Practice: Design Strategies
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The communities were built around themes and essential questions rather than strictly defined 
outcomes. 

Overarching themes:
● Fall 2021: Getting to know our students: Increasing engagement in digital learning 

environments
● Spring 2022: Developing critical engagement in and across our disciplines

Underlying/Intersecting Themes:
● Evidence-based Teaching Practices
● Centering Equity in Course Design & Pedagogy
● Effectively Leveraging Educational Technologies

Essential questions: 
● How do we inhabit a digital learning space that promotes equity and inclusion in our disciplines, and 

that facilitates the equitable achievement of learning outcomes?
● How do we create a digital learning space that invites interaction, collaboration, and belonging?

Communities of Practice: Themes & Essential Questions
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Fall 2021: 

● Equitizing your syllabi

● Assessing students with care

● Integrating self-awareness, self-reflection, and transparency

Spring 2022:

● Sharing discipline-specific resources for building critical engagement

● Implementing open pedagogy and culturally responsive teaching practices

● Supporting instructors and students as agents of change

Communities of Practice: Live Session Topics
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Facilitator Ratio/Rationale: 

● 8 total faculty facilitators

● 2 per discipline (1 two-year and 1 four-year)

Facilitator Impact:

● It proved essential to incorporate 
faculty/disciplinary perspectives and leadership 
into session planning and delivery

● “The energy was very good. The structure of the 
sessions worked well for focused conversation 
and cross-disciplinary idea generation” - Dr. 
Elizabeth Sanders Lopez, writing community 
facilitator/participant

Communities of Practice: Facilitator Approach

Chemistry

Math

Writing

Biology
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● Closer collaboration with/integration of faculty facilitators enriched our session topics and 
discussions

● Our session design/structure was a great fit for our participants

○ Monthly, 2-hour sessions

○ Short presentation→facilitator sharing of approaches/ examples→discipline-specific 
breakouts→cross-disciplinary share-outs

● We could increase engagement/attendance with more intentional action planning, projects, and 
community building

○ Assignments for participants to work on between sessions/develop throughout the 
semester

○ Making time during sessions for informal/low-stakes conversation and check-ins

● Our takeaways from each session could be shared more broadly, beyond the communities 
themselves

Communities of Practice: Insights and Opportunities



Thank You
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