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Abstract 
There is a substantial literature on teaching and learning in Higher Education. The majority of this literature is student facing, focusing on the student learning experience. There is also a strand in the literature which examines teaching and learning from the tutor perspective, looking at the experience of teaching in Higher Education. In both student and tutor facing approaches, the aim is to facilitate and enhance teaching and learning and tutor facing approaches emphasise in particular the contribution of staff communication and reflection in improving teaching and learning. Tutor facing approaches include Scholarship in Teaching and Learning, Communities of Practice and Disciplinary Commons. This paper discusses the experience of a School of Computing Commons (School Commons) developed in the School of Computing in a UK university. The School Commons was inspired by the Disciplinary Commons approach but also draws on the Scholarship for Teaching and Learning and Communities of Practice approaches. Elements from these three approaches were used to develop a model which brought together teaching staff from the different disciplines in the School of Computing, creating a forum in which to share practice and expertise. The main focus of the School Commons was on process, providing space for reflection and facilitating communication and the exchange of ideas. However, the School Commons also facilitated a bottom up approach to staff development, allowing staff to feed ideas and expectations into the university framework. The paper describes the motivation for the development of the School Commons, the process of establishing the School Commons and the way in which it was structured. The operation of the School Commons is reviewed and the effectiveness and value of this type of approach in terms of contribution to teaching and learning is critically evaluated. The outcomes from the project are discussed and the paper makes a number of suggestions for building on the achievements of the School Commons and future development.
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1 Introduction and motivation
This paper discusses the staff experience of taking part in a teaching and learning community of practice (CoP) in a School of Computing in a UK university. The model used was inspired by the Disciplinary Commons approach [1]  and by the previous participation of one member of staff in the UK based Database Disciplinary Commons (DDC) [2]. For this reason the CoP was referred to as the School of Computing Commons (School Commons) although the project was also influenced by the literature on CoPs and the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning and differed in a number of ways from the classic Disciplinary Commons model. 
The motivation for establishing the School Commons was the desire to provide teaching staff in the School of Computing with a forum which would provide space for reflection and an opportunity to exchange ideas and share experience. It was designed as a staff led group which would allow staff to explore practice freely without the constraints of a formal quality monitoring process. The development of the School Commons was supported by the university’s Teaching Excellence Fellowship (TEF) programme which is designed to promote a culture of scholarship and reflective practice and to improve the quality of teaching and learning support through the dissemination of best practice. 

The rest of this paper is structured as follows: section 2 describes the background to the School Commons; section 3 discusses the development of the School Commons; section 4 evaluates the experience; section 5 gives the conclusions and suggestions for future work.

2 Approaches to sharing practice 
2.1 The Staff Development Context

Measuring the quality of teaching and learning in Higher Education (HE) is difficult [3] and quality assurance technologies do not necessarily, by themselves, lead to higher quality teaching and learning [4]. Student focused quality metrics such as student evaluations of teaching are widely used but have limitations and are not always valued by staff [5]. It has been claimed that one of the most effective ways to improve the student experience is to empower and enable staff [6] and it is proposed here that student focused approaches to quality in teaching and learning in HE should be complemented by tutor focused approaches. A number of studies have highlighted the contribution that tutor reflection and communication can make to raising standards and improving quality in HE [7] and the need for continuous professional development in Higher Education [8,6,9]. Reflection, in the sense of the examination of one’s own teaching [10], is seen as a key requirement in Higher Education but the space available for reflection is limited by time pressures [11] and staff are also subject to other pressures resulting from the changing environment in HE [12,13]. Effective staff development requires the support and engagement of staff [14] with participatory programmes, where staff opt in, being found to be more effective [6]. There is also a recognition that staff are able to take responsibility for their own professional development [15].
2.2 Communities of Practice

Communities of Practice have become widespread in HE as a participatory mechanism for the professional development of academic staff [16] although the nature, effectiveness and participant experience of CoPs varies [17] and there is debate as to how the role of CoPs should be understood in an academic context [18]. One definition of a Community of Practice is that it is a group characterised by mutual engagement and joint enterprise [19]. A related definition is that a CoP is a group self selected on the basis of expertise or shared passion which typically stays together as long as the passion lasts [20]. A definition more specifically aimed at academic practice is that a CoP can be understood as a group of individuals with a common interest in learning collaboratively through interaction and sharing of best practice [21]. These definitions emphasise commonality and in a Higher Education environment, CoPs tend to operate on a peer basis rather than on the full and peripheral membership, almost apprenticeship basis, noted in early descriptions of CoPs [16]. Ongoing reflection and the communication and exchange of knowledge and practice are seen as fundamental to a CoP in HE, particularly to a CoP with a research focus [20]. 

The concept of the CoP has proved particularly attractive in HE. CoPs can offer an alternative to formal hierarchies, which has an added value in a university environment where academic networks may cut across formal structures [20]. It has been argued that HE teaching fosters individualism and possibly isolation [17] but it is also acknowledged that collegiality is seen as an important value in HE [18,9] and CoPs are regarded as supporting collegiality [20]. In a study of CoPs in four Australian universities, it was suggested that CoPs are a reaction to diminishing collegiality in HE since CoPs provide an opportunity, which would otherwise not be available, for colleagues to meet and talk [18]. CoPs are also seen to have a role in disseminating organisational values and culture [16] and in a number of institutions are actively sponsored by management although ownership is still vested in the CoP members [18]. 
2.3 Disciplinary Commons

A Disciplinary Commons (DC) is a tutor focused approach with two stated goals; documenting and sharing knowledge about teaching and learning and making that knowledge “public, peer reviewed and amenable for future use and development by other educators” [1, p. 514 ]. Disciplinary Commons share some of the characteristics of generic CoPs in that participation is by choice, bringing together practitioners with shared interests and the focus is on making explicit and sharing of knowledge and practice. However, a Disciplinary Commons differs from most CoPs in that the DC is time limited as participants are brought together for a specified period of time to complete a defined task, the development of a course portfolio which provides a publicly available teaching and learning resource. Participation in a Disciplinary Commons requires a formal commitment in terms of attendance and completion of tasks including the reading of papers; members who do not meet the participation commitment may be withdrawn from the DC. This is another area of difference with CoPs since most CoPs, particularly in the academic field, do not specify minimum participation requirements. A coordinator is responsible for scheduling meetings, providing papers and ensuring that portfolios are developed and shared although the portfolio development process is the responsibility of the participants. The process of developing the course portfolio provides the occasion for situated learning through discussion and peer review [2,1]. A summary of the DC approach is given at [22]. 
Disciplinary Commons are associated with Computer Science education in both the USA and the UK. Three separate UK Disciplinary Commons developed course portfolios for the teaching of introductory programming [1], for the teaching of Human Computer Interface [23] and for the teaching of Databases [2]. Membership of these Disciplinary Commons was limited to individuals with relevant disciplinary knowledge and expertise. A characteristic of the Disciplinary Commons is that it involves cross institution participation with DC members, particularly in the UK, travelling sometimes for long distances, sometimes involving overnight stays. Bringing together participants from different institutions but teaching in the same field in the same discipline had a number of benefits, facilitating the exchange of ideas and sharing of practice. The opportunity to learn from peers working in the same area and the opportunity provided for peer evaluation were felt to be particularly valuable [2]. The first two UK Disciplinary Commons met in London but the Database Disciplinary Commons was peripatetic, reflecting the fact that participants were drawn from a range of HE institutions across the whole of the United Kingdom. 
The Disciplinary Commons approach presents a number of challenges, mostly at the practical level. The travelling involved in cross institution participation has budgetary implications and creates a cap on the number of individuals who can take part. The commitment to produce a formal course portfolio means that attendance is mandatory and this in turn means that members cannot attend on an ad hoc basis. The requirement to travel means that the time commitment is much larger than the requirement to attend a monthly meeting would suggest. Participation in the DC includes an expectation that members will read a number of teaching and learning related papers and in the DDC, these were provided as train reading, to make use of the time spent travelling. The report on the Database Disciplinary Commons stressed the value of the DC experience but noted that pressure of other commitments reduced participation and limited the amount of peer evaluation that could be completed [2].
2.4 Scholarship of Teaching and Learning
The Disciplinary Commons approach contributes to the broader theme of the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL). One of the roles of the course portfolio is to support scholarly teaching by providing a public account which is available for critical review [1]. The Scholarship of Teaching and Learning covers a range of elements but there is an emphasis on critical enquiry and curiosity about the process of learning [24] and the practice of teaching [25], on documenting, making public and disseminating practice and on discipline specific expertise [10]. In a SoTL environment, learning and teaching are seen as an intellectually demanding activity, with the SoTL approach providing a catalyst for improvement. SoTL approaches are associated with grass-roots activities, “ground-up” projects and self selected participation [10]. There is an acknowledgement that the process of exploring teaching and learning might lead to challenges of, and conflict with, institutional requirements but SoTL is also seen as more likely to foster staff engagement and academic support and commitment than top-down initiatives [10]. Collaboration and belonging to a scholarly community are key elements in the SoTL and support from colleagues and a sense of security are also important: in one Learning Community (LC) project, participants described the LC as “a safe space to try things out or take risks” [26, p. 278]. 
3 The School COmmons

The structure of the School Commons was influenced by elements from the Communities of Practice, the Disciplinary Commons and the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning approaches. The Disciplinary Commons approach was the most influential, partly because the School Commons coordinator had been a participant in the successful Database Disciplinary Commons and had first-hand experience of the DC model. Following the Disciplinary Commons course portfolio approach, the School Commons was structured around the lifecycle of a module (course). Each session considered one element of the module lifecycle, moving from teaching approaches and instructional design through the design of assessment, feedback and evaluation. There was also an additional session on the prevention of plagiarism in assessments, following suggestions from members. This proved to be one of the best attended sessions. As in the Disciplinary Commons approach, the School Commons had a coordinator responsible for scheduling meetings and structuring the discussion although in the School Commons, the coordinator was also a full participant in the discussions. The concept of train reading was modified from the DC approach in that a newsletter was circulated in advance of each School Commons meeting to all teaching staff in the School of Computing. The newsletter contained short quotations or eye catching extracts from a range of papers and readers were referred to the full version of the papers which were available through the university’s Virtual Learning Environment (VLE). As with DC, the School Commons was time limited, spanning a 15-month period, compared to the open ended structures which characterise many CoPs. 

A significant departure from the Disciplinary Commons model was that the School Commons was based in a single school within one university rather than on cross institution participation of staff involved in a single discipline and focused on the teaching and learning process rather than on the development of the course portfolio. The decision to work within a single school was based on a number of factors. The experience of meeting with colleagues from other institutions was a very valuable element of, for example, the Database Disciplinary Commons but was also time consuming.  Basing the School Commons in a single school reduced the time and travel commitment and opened up the possibility of participation to staff who might not have been able to make the more intensive commitment required in the Disciplinary Commons approach. The fact of teaching within the School of Computing meant that participants had a shared understanding of the teaching environment but the teaching areas represented ranged from Knowledge Management to Programming, Network Engineering to Information Systems, Web Development to Business Computing. The School Commons was conceived more as a Community of Practice in Computing, sharing a common interest in teaching and learning across a range of disciplines, than as a Commons specific to a single discipline. 
The purpose of the School Commons was to allow participants to share their different experiences and expertise. Reflecting the influence of informal and self-selected Communities of Practice, there was no requirement for a formal commitment. Participants were self-selecting and could attend as many or as few sessions as they wished. Details of meetings were circulated to all staff in the School of Computing through the newsletter. A further departure from the Disciplinary Commons was that meetings were not held monthly. An initial planning meeting of those interested in supporting the School Commons agreed a list of topics to be discussed over the lifetime of the School Commons and the coordinator then scheduled these meetings to avoid, as far as possible, other school commitments and particularly busy periods such as assessment weeks. The aim was to ensure that School Commons meetings were seen as a welcome pause for reflection and review – the opportunity, described as valuable in some Australian academic CoPs [18], to sit and talk and build a collegiate presence, rather than as an additional commitment in an already overcommitted calendar. 
An important goal of the School Commons was to support a scholarly approach to teaching and learning, facilitating critical enquiry into teaching practice and grassroots discussion of issues, in keeping with the aims of Scholarship of Teaching and Learning. Meetings were designed to be informal and friendly but were also carefully structured. Each meeting began with a brief introduction to the topic of the meeting. The introduction was given by a participant who had volunteered to talk to that particular topic and might include examples of teaching instruments, such as assessments, discussion of an approach used or particular problems or issues or in one case was based around an extract from a paper. The introduction led into a discussion in which everyone was encouraged to participate. The conclusions from the discussion were summarised by the coordinator and a synopsis was added to the VLE to provide a record of the discussion. A key commitment, made at the initial planning meeting, was that the School Commons would be a forum for positive exploration of teaching and learning where participants could debate with confidence and that meetings would not be sidetracked into discussions of grievances. All participants were asked to commit to the concept of the School Commons as a safe space where individuals could share ideas and experiences freely.

One of the primary aims of a Disciplinary Commons is to document, share and make available for future use knowledge about teaching and learning through the creation of course portfolios [1]. The different focus of the School Commons meant that the emphasis was on the process of discussion and exploration in the meetings, rather than on the development of a course portfolio. Outputs from the School Commons included the record of discussions, copies of or links to the papers cited in the newsletter and the examples of shared practice circulated at meetings such as assessment documentation.  The material was made available through a VLE presence. A further output was that a number of comments and suggestions were fed into the university framework. However, the key contribution of the School Commons was the process of discussion itself and the contribution it made to the development of a sense of collegiality. Fig. 1 summaries the elements that contributed to the School Commons and the contributions of the project.
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Fig. 1 The Inputs and Contributions of the School Commons
The School Commons was enabled through the university Teaching Excellence Fellowship program which provided support to the coordinator, allowed for the development of a VLE presence and for the dissemination of the outcomes of the School Commons. The recognition provided by the TEF programme was an important element in the success of the School Commons because it gave creditability to the project. At the same time, however, the School Commons was recognised as a staff led rather than a top down initiative. This was seen as important to developing the ethos of the School Commons. The only exception was the session on plagiarism where a line manager with an interest in the topic attended to take part in the debate.  Time was allowed during the annual School of Computing development day to present the concept of the School Commons to staff and participation in the School Commons was recognised as a valid staff development activity. 
4  Evaluation 
School Commons membership was open to all staff in the School of Computing who had some involvement in teaching, excluding research only teaching, and were not involved in line management. 6 Sessions were held as part of the School Commons and a total of 16 members of staff attended one or more sessions, meaning that just under half of eligible staff took part. 13 members of staff completed the evaluation survey. The average attendance per session was eight members of staff and the average number of sessions attended was three; some staff attended every session and two staff attended only the plagiarism session.
Participants who completed the evaluation survey were unanimously enthusiastic about the experience, describing the School Commons as “[a] Great chance to discuss ideas and talk about teaching and learning experiences “ and “[an] excellent forum to discuss teaching and learning with colleagues” . One concern, expressed in the initial planning meeting, had been that sessions might become a forum for grievances rather than for the exploration of teaching and learning issues. This concern was taken on board by session participants and members ensured that discussion was focused on teaching and learning concepts and experiences. The School Commons discussions were unanimously rated as positive and constructive. Designing sessions around the lifecycle of the module contributed significantly to the positive focus of discussions as it provided a structure in that the debate focused on relevant teaching and learning issues rather than being open-ended.

The main aim of the School Commons was to provide staff with an opportunity to discuss teaching and learning with colleagues with whom they would not normally have this type of discussion. All respondents agreed that this aim had been met and that the discussions were motivating and led them to reflect on their own practice. All respondents agreed that it was a good opportunity to share their experience and to learn from colleagues. An unanticipated outcome was that a discussion on the best way to support student achievement, which took place as part of the session on feedback, led to a dialogue with the relevant university committee, allowing teaching staff views to be fed into the university framework. In section 2.1, it was noted that staff development may be most effective when it is staff led rather than top down. This was supported by the evaluation which found that all participants valued the bottom up and staff driven approach of the School Commons and none felt that the sessions would have worked better if they had been management led. 
The School Commons differed from the Disciplinary Commons in that it was school not discipline based although all participants worked in the field of Computing. One of the issues examined in the evaluation was whether the school based approach was seen as useful or whether the discussion should have been opened out to staff in other schools. The survey results appeared contradictory in that there was strong support for the school based approach but in addition, most respondents who welcomed the School based focus of the School Commons felt that input from staff in other disciplines would also be welcomed. This was summed up by the comment that ‘It was very useful to see other people’s perspective. I am glad this was limited to Computing at first, but think it might be worthwhile to occasionally open it up to other schools when the topic to be discussed warrants it’.  
The School Commons was conceived as a type of a community of practice. CoPs come in many different forms with different characteristics and benefits for members  and part of the evaluation was designed to explore how participants saw the School Commons and what they felt it offered. The leading characteristics of the School Commons, considered as a CoP, identified by almost all respondents, were as a source of ideas, a forum allowing the exchange of ideas, intellectual stimulation, discussion with like-minded people, providing alternative perspectives and support for professional development while the characteristics of influencing the organisation, providing support for research and providing opportunities for collaborative learning, identified by [20],  were selected by less than a third of respondents. The School Commons emphasis on teaching and learning meant that much greater importance was attached to elements such as discussion and exchange of ideas and professional development than to research focused themes. 

The main limitations of the School Commons were practical ones. Scheduling of meetings was a consistent problem in that it was difficult to find dates which did not clash with other school events. This was highlighted in the evaluation survey with just over half of respondents citing clashes with other events as an issue and one participant commenting: “I found this to be extremely useful and made me reflect on my own practices and opinions. It is a shame that more people didn't get involved.” A number of staff expressed frustration at constantly being unable to attend School Commons sessions due to other commitments. Administration was time-consuming, partly because of the commitment to provide papers and background reading. The majority of respondents stated that they found the quotes and comments in the Newsletters interesting and that they had gone on to read the full papers. The comments showed that the reading provided was valued by participants but the administration would be streamlined if the amount of scholarly literature made available was reduced. 
The evaluation demonstrated that staff valued the opportunity to meet and exchange ideas in a forum outside the normal run of day to day activities, with one participant commenting ‘This was a fantastic and motivating experience’.  Following the pattern of the Disciplinary Commons, the School Commons was time limited. All the respondents to the evaluation survey supported the idea of continuing with some version of the School Commons and there were a number of suggestions for extending it to include other schools/disciplines or exploring different areas such as the relationship between theories of teaching and learning and application to practice. 
5 Conclusions and Future Work 

The success of the School Commons can be judged by the fact that all the participants who responded to the evaluation survey, wished to see the project continue in some form, with over half the participants proposing that the School Commons should continue on a permanent basis. However, among the factors that contributed to the success of the School Commons, as shown in the evaluation, was that participation was voluntary, the project was staff led and the discussions had a clear focus and structure. The Schools Commons represents a significant commitment in time and resources and on a permanent basis, as a standing commitment, might not attract sufficient support from staff. It is intended that the legacy of the School Commons will be to use the School Commons model to support similar, staff led projects, with each project based around a specified theme suggested by staff, building on the suggestions made in the evaluation. 
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