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Project title

Implementing and evaluating a Communities of Practice model to align diverse learning and teaching styles in a transnational university.
Why did you choose the project?

The project was chosen to explore an effective approach to engage academic staff in learning and teaching innovation and improvement. This is particularly important in the context of Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool University (XJTLU) because XJTLU is a transnational university where staff come from all over the world and from highly diverse educational contexts. In addition, and related to having a large cohort of international staff, XJTLU is characterised by high turnover of staff. Finally, while around ten percent of students are international, the majority of XJTLU’s student cohort is mainland Chinese, which means they have come from a particular educational background, while at XJTLU they are expected to adjust to a rather different approach to learning and teaching, which is much more self-directed and active. The aim of this project was then to explore ways of effectively aligning diverse learning and teaching styles of both staff and students in a transnational university. 
XJTLU is a joint venture between Xi’an Jiaotong University in China, and Liverpool University in the UK. XJTLU as an English Medium of Instruction (EMI) Institution in China is unique in that it offers a degree which is partly UK-designed and needs to comply with UK Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) requirements (accessible at: http://www.qaa.ac.uk/en), and partly contextualized. As noted, the academic staff at the university are from a wide variety of educational contexts. In terms of learning and teaching, this means that people who come from very different pedagogical backgrounds come together in a higher education institution that strives to be unique, and needs to strike the right balance between two educational systems. XJTLU’s Academic Enhancement Centre (AEC) occupies a crucial position in achieving this balance. In an effort to achieve a consistent and sustainable impact on learning and teaching across the institution, an attempt was made in early 2016 to implement a Communities of Practice (CoPs) model, and this project evaluates the implementation of this model. As part of this project the aim was to implement seven Communities for Practice across six Faculties (or ‘Clusters’) and one Language Centre, under the guidance of the AEC’s Educational Development team. This approach was chosen because as a central unit, we wanted to engage with staff at the coalface level, and provide them with a sense of ownership over the implementation of active learning approaches, rather than rely on a top-down regulated approach. Furthermore, it was envisaged that in this process of establishing CoPs, we would identify already existing pockets of informal CoPs around the university.     
Communities of Practice – A brief background and application to the XJTLU context

The concept of Communities of Practice has been around since Lave and Wenger (1991) first conceptualised it, and it has been adopted in a variety of higher education contexts (e.g. Viskovic, 2007; Chalmers & Keown, 2006; Boud & Middleton, 2003; McDonald, 2014) as a model for professional development and lifelong learning. Wenger, McDermott and Snyder (2002, cited in McDonald et al., 2012, pp. 4-5) define Communities of Practice as “groups of people who share a concern…and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis…[As they] accumulate knowledge they become informally bound by the value that they find in learning together. Over time . . . [they] become a community of practice.” The expectation was that this model would be well-suited to the context of XJTLU as outlined above. Thus, establishing communities of practice was expected to firstly develop shared understandings of teaching in a transnational context, and secondly to develop a sense of belonging at XJTLU, thereby potentially increasing the likelihood that staff stay longer at the University. Thus, it could be seen as part of a significant institutional change process with the ultimate aim to establish an approach to learning and teaching that adheres to five principles identified by Killick (2015, p. 2):

1)
underpinned by explicit values

2)
embarked upon on the basis of explicit objectives

3)
driven by identified and appropriately resourced functional areas

4)
evaluated against explicit and measurable targets

5)
owned by the whole institution 

We explored the role of communities of practice in driving the institutional learning and teaching agenda on the one hand, whilst at the same time providing staff with a sense of ownership over that agenda, including the complexities involved in that process, with a specific focus on a transnational and interdisciplinary context in China. Our case study took place at XJTLU, and included an analysis of the status of Educational Developers (Kek & Hammer, 2015; Huijser, Wilson, Johnson & Xie, 2016), and its impact on their ability to drive learning and teaching strategies via communities of practice. 
We expect this impact to grow if the Educational Developers are seen as members of a community of practice, rather than ‘enforcers’ of institutional learning and teaching agendas. Similarly, the expectation was that identified, faculty-based, learning and teaching ‘champions’ would drive the development of communities of practice within different faculties, pushing the Educational Developers increasingly towards a background support role, rather than an initial facilitating role (McDonald, 2014). Overall then, the key aim of the implementation of communities of practice at XJTLU was to develop a sense of community, identity and belonging at XJTLU. 
Thus, the impact of this initiative was expected to extend well beyond the immediate practice of us as Educational Developers, and to be characterised by ‘organic’ and ‘bottom-up’ agenda setting by lecturers across XJTLU, albeit facilitated by the Academic Enhancement Centre’s Educational Developers. Finally, the unique transnational context in which the communities of practice model would be implemented was expected to be transferable to not only other transnational contexts, but also to institutions with large percentages of international staff and students.
What you did and how it was carried out
In this project, we measured the impact of this initiative, and collaboration across the institution was the central element of the project. As noted above, there are 6 Faculties (or ‘Clusters’) at XJTLU, and one Language Centre. The project partners collaborated with both Faculty Heads of Department, and with identified learning and teaching ‘champions’ who were tasked with driving the development of their respective communities of practice. AEC is responsible for the delivery of a programme called Certificate of Professional Studies in Learning and Teaching in Higher Education (or ‘CPS Programme’ for short), which is a compulsory two-year programme for all new academic staff at XJTLU. The CPS Programme provided us with good opportunities to identify and approach potential learning and teaching ‘champions’. To provide an initial impetus for the CoP idea at XJTLU, to create awareness around it, and to explore potential implementation issues, Etienne Wenger and Beverly Wenger-Trayner were invited to provide the key note address and a series of workshops during XJTLU’s Annual Learning and Teaching Colloquium in April 2016 (for more about their visit, please visit: https://connect.xjtlu.edu.cn/user/aec/etienne-and-beverly-wenger-trayner-s-visit-to-the-learning-and-teaching-colloquium-2016).   
For this project, we initially developed, distributed and promoted a survey to all academic staff (around 400 in total), which was carried out in April and May 2016. The survey data was then collated and analysed during June and July 2016. Based on the observation of the rates of establishment of CoPs in different Faculties, we decided to revise our initial plan after careful consideration, and we changed the planned focus groups into individual interviews with CoP ‘leaders’ instead. We had initially envisaged that all Faculties (Clusters) would establish a Community of Practice, but this proved more difficult to accomplish, so the overall number of CoPs initially established was three rather than seven. The consideration was subsequently that informal conversations suggested considerable differences in the way CoPs were implemented in different Faculties, and we decided to explore these different iterations on a case by case basis, rather than in a focus group situation, as the latter would have meant that considerable time would have had to have been spent on explaining individual contexts to each other. The interviews were conducted and recorded during November and December 2016, and the transcription and analysis of the interview data took place in January and February 2017. 
Five interviews in total were conducted, and were digitally recorded with the interviewees’ consent. The five interviewees were based in three different departments
 – Chemistry, Environmental Science, and the Language Centre. The five interviewees included three male and two female teachers, whose teaching experiences at XJTLU varied, ranging from one year to four years. One interview was planned but was ultimately abandoned due to a lack of progress in the establishment of a CoP in that particular Department. It is clear from the numbers that we have been unable, until now, to establish official CoPs across all Faculties, so we have had to adjust our plans to incorporate those Faculties and Departments where CoPs were successfully established, in particular, the Faculty of Sciences and the Language Centre. Anecdotally, and more informally, we did identify other Departments where various models of CoPs were established, for example the Department of Urban Planning and pockets of the International Business School Suzhou (or ‘Faculty of Business’) but these were not structurally and officially implemented as such, and we (as Educational Developers in the AEC) were not directly involved in them. 
Analysis of the survey and interview data – perceptions of use value 
For the survey, we received 122 survey responses (around 30%). The responses were quite positive in terms of the perceived and/or potential ‘value’ of CoPs. However, there was significant variety in terms of understandings of what CoPs actually are. For those who engage in established CoPs, areas such as ‘curriculum design’ and ‘teaching strategies’ are discussed regularly. Interestingly, some respondents objected to the word ‘meeting’ (as in ‘CoP meeting’) as being too formal, so there was a perception that the informal nature of CoPs was crucial for them to work. At the same time, a concern was expressed that they could potentially turn into ‘moaning meetings’ about administrative processes, indicating that they should be carefully managed and facilitated. 
For reasons outlined above, the focus group method was not used to collect the data. Instead, we used a semi-structured interview approach, which included eight broad guiding questions that could be adapted to issues that individual interviewees raised. Each interview was conducted by two members of the project team and audio-recorded, while one took additional notes, in order to capture and interpret the interview content in a more comprehensive and objective manner.  
The interviews were designed to address three main themes: understandings of CoPs, practices of CoPs in context, perceptions of the roles and effectiveness of CoPs. What could be seen as an additional theme could be captured by discussions around the difficulties in setting up CoPs at an institutional and departmental level.   

Understandings of CoPs

Broadly speaking, the interviewees’ understandings, or their own definitions, of CoPs seemed to be in line with those in the literature, for example,

A group of people get together regularly to reflect on how things are going, to try to brainstorm, trouble shoot together, to try to figure out solutions, share ideas, what’s working, what’s not working. So basically, a group of people get together regularly to share ideas, and build each other up, and help make the whole community stronger through that, and it has to be a voluntary community… [Interview-3]
Some, however, were actually not familiar with the concept:
Well, something I never really had, no idea what it was, and then it’s a term that you see, and then when I looked at it further, it’s one of these terms I realise that we do anyway, so… [Interview-4]
In addition, and interestingly, three interviewees asked why we used CoP instead of other approaches as the conceptual approach for our project, 
So what’s the intention of the Centre in this? [Interview-5]
Practices of CoPs in context
The interviewees believed that CoPs were already been (was being) developed in their fields, regardless of the fact that some were not quite sure what was actually involved in CoPs. 

Overall, CoPs were viewed to have been implemented in the departments in two ways: formal and informal meetings. It was believed that CoPs were (and should be) informal rather than formal. On the flipside however, as Interviewee-3 revealed, initially it was easy for staff to hold CoP meetings but then it became more and more difficult to do so later on, which may be related to the informal nature of such meetings, which then becomes the first to go when workload pressure increases.  
There was some variety in formats of CoPs across departments, including a more social approach, such as informal conversations over coffee/lunch and even a beer and pizza, and a more professional approach, e.g. through departmental learning and teaching committee (DLTC) meetings.

In terms of the content of the CoP meetings, not all the departments set up their meetings to be theme-based, even if one department tried to do so but found it difficult to identify a series of consensus themes interesting to all. Also, when people did meet up, there was not always a clear distinction between topics about logistical and administrative issues on the one hand, and teaching practice on the other. Moreover, for many academics the discussions were often about research issues rather than teaching practice. Interestingly, interviewees (or perhaps academics at XJTLU in general) were not clear on where to seek support for their discipline/academic learning and teaching practice outside of the CoP meetings.

Perceptions of the roles and effectiveness of CoPs
Not all of the interviewees were clear about the advantageous roles a CoP played in their work and departments. One interviewee had a reserved opinion about CoPs and did not seem convinced about the benefits he may have gained from his Faculty-based CoP until he was asked that question explicitly: 
Interviewer: “I was wondering, are there any visible benefits that you or somebody else gets from the Community of Practice?” 

Interviewee-5: “They got free food that day…the only thing I can see is that people from different departments can recognise each other, perhaps they are in the same building, like Biology and Chemistry, they might not know each other. We now recognise more faces. Perhaps people might be interested in talking about other things, but you didn’t know before. I mean, basically you are immersed in your own work. I mean, the momentum has been gained, and perhaps people now…at least this is on the radar.”  

According to this, networking and gaining momentum would be two main benefits that Interviewee-5 observed. In addition, Interview-3 felt that professional development was actually greatly supported by the University, and CoPs helped him to see his professional foci more explicitly.  

However, not all the interviewees considered the CoPs in their departments as ‘successful’, and the reasons the interviewees identified appeared to be complex. For example, 
I don’t feel great about it. I think I’m a part of many communities of practice. I don’t feel the XXXX one has been successful, and I think that’s due to several issues. One is just the general mind-set about what Communities of Practice are supposed to be per se and what professional development is, and so these things seem to be constantly clashing. [Interview-2]
This view, at the same time, happened to be different (if not fully contradictory) from that of the interviewee who was based in the same Faculty. That also led to the theme of why CoP worked, or did not work in individual departments? In other words, what were the challenges the participants (academics) encountered in trying to implement CoP (in whatever format)? The interviewees touched upon many challenges throughout their interviews, for example, 

· It was difficult for keen people to get support from the institute, i.e., the institutional/departmental leaders; 
· There were management issues; 
· It was difficult for academics to find free time to carry out regular CoP meetings because of their heavy work load; 
· ‘Science in peers’: lack of communications between colleagues, not to mention colleagues in different departments; 
· Format and structure of CoP should have been planned in advance.
As noted, one additional theme that most interviewees mentioned was that it was perceived to be hard to get CoP running efficiently at the institutional and departmental level, despite individual enthusiasm for it.  
What have you learnt from doing this work?
The implications for educational developers are potentially very large and quite positive, for the Communities of Practice model provides a ‘natural’ community-based way for XJTLU’s Educational Developers to engage with academic staff across the institution, which goes well beyond ‘official’ engagement in the form of scheduled workshops for example, or as part of the facilitation of the Certificate in Professional Studies, and the Postgraduate Research Development programmes that the Academic Enhancement Centre (the ‘home’ of the Educational Developers) is responsible for. 
Successes

The initial successes of this project include some momentum around the idea of meeting in a relatively informal to discuss learning and teaching related issues. An additional advantage is that this can lead not only to peer support that was previously untapped, but it can also lead to collaborations between peers (and in some cases Educational Developers) on learning and teaching related scholarship projects. This project has contributed to building momentum around the establishment of CoPs, which in turn has increased staff awareness, understanding and acceptance of CoPs as something that is worth exploring.
The other key success was that while AEC-based Educational Developers were initially invited to help set up the CoPs, and to provide logistical and conceptual support, in most cases of CoPs taking off, they were soon deemed ‘surplus to requirements’. In other words, some of these CoPs became self-sustaining and independent very quickly after being established, which in our opinion is a positive development. 
Challenges

The key challenge has been to implement CoPs consistently across the whole institution, and then to keep them functioning in a sustainable manner. This relates to a number of factors, including support and buy-in (or lack thereof) from Heads of Department. In those Departments where CoPs were successfully established, the Heads of Department were both supportive and actively involved. In other Departments where this was not the case, identified ‘champions’ struggled to get a CoP off the ground, and in some cases failed altogether. 
Ironically, the one thing that CoPs are envisaged to support in diminishing, i.e. namely high staff turnover rates, through developing a community and sense of belonging, is also the factor that often gets in the way of building momentum around it. In other words, once some of the enthusiastic staff members leave the institution, it is often a challenge to find someone who will assume their role. 

How have you told others about your work?

So far, the results of this project, in various stages of its progress, have been reported on in the form of one peer-reviewed journal article and two conference presentations. The reference to the journal article is as follows:

· Huijser, H., Wilson, J., Johnson, D., & Xie, J. (2016). Implementing a Communities of Practice model to enhance learning and teaching at a transnational university in China. Compass: Journal of Learning and Teaching, 9(13). Accessible at: https://journals.gre.ac.uk/index.php/compass/article/view/339 

The conference papers were presented at the following conferences:

· Wilson, J., Johnson, D., Xie, J., & Huijser, H. (2017). Implementing and evaluating a Communities of Practice model to align diverse learning and teaching styles in a transnational university. Educational Developers Caucus (EDC) Conference, February 2017, Guelph, Ontario, Canada.

· Johnson, D., Wilson, J., Xie, J., & Huijser, H. (2017). Effecting change in learning and teaching in higher education: A communities of practice approach. The Asian Conference on Education & International Development, March, Kobe, Japan. 

Further dissemination is planned in the form of a paper for Educational Developments, which is currently in the process of being developed. 
Conclusions and where to go next. 
While the implementation of CoPs at XJTLU has not been achieved in as comprehensive a manner as we had envisaged, this project has nevertheless managed to build some discussion and momentum around the value of creating spaces and opportunities for learning and teaching related issues to be discussed. One thing that became clear to the project team during the course was that CoPs have the potential to lead to more effective and ‘bottom-up’ driven professional development. 
A key challenge for CoPs implementation is what we have elsewhere called the high staff turnover paradox: on the one hand, well-functioning CoPs would provide a ready-made community for new staff to slot into, while on the other hand high staff turnover itself affects the sustainable functioning of CoPs. 

Some suggestions for future implementation and sustainability at XJTLU include the following:

· Treat CoPs as one element of a suite of professional development opportunities that include a structured workshop programme, the CPS programme, the Learning and Teaching Colloquium, etc.  

· Reinforce and increase high level support for CoPs (including resourcing).

· Locate new pockets of functioning CoPs and offer support and create visibility of their achievements.

· Involve current ‘champions’ and CoP ‘leaders’ in planning and events, such as the Learning and Teaching Colloquium. 

· Consider Wenger’s Evaluation Framework to reinforce and make explicit the added value of CoPs, which in turn can help build momentum and help to gather support from senior administrators (Accessible at: http://wenger-trayner.com/resources/publications/evaluation-framework/)     

· Introduce and advocate the CoPs model and our experience of implementing it in the Induction Week in each new semester to new staff and/or students. 
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� Each Cluster (Faculty) at XJTLU consists of a number of different Departments. The initial plan was to establish one (interdisciplinary) CoP per Cluster. However, in practice, some Departments preferred to establish their own CoP, and in the case of the Sciences Cluster, there was a combination of Departmental CoPs, which sometimes come together as an overall Cluster-based CoP. For this reasons, we decided for this project to focus largely on Departmental CoPs.   





�I think that another essential success could be staff’s increasing awareness, understanding and acceptance of the CoPs.


Perhaps, add in this?
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