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ABSTRACT
The idea and implementation of learning communities are gaining
favour in higher education institutions. In particular, there are a
number of successful examples to emerge of the application of
the Community of Practice (CoP) framework proposed by Wenger
[(1998). Communities of practice: Learning, meaning, and identity.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard Business School Press] for fostering a
learning environment for academics around their teaching
practice. In this paper, we describe and reflect on the efficacy of a
CoP process that was implemented within our university. The
purpose of this CoP was to provide a space for academics to focus
on assessment practices for first-year courses and identify
opportunities for professional development in this area. For a
variety of reasons detailed in the paper, the efficacy of this CoP
was limited, and we conclude that in the current higher education
environment in Australia, success with CoP approaches to improve
learning and teaching outcomes may prove limited.
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Introduction

Research on the first year in higher education continues to call for approaches that foster
student engagement and retention through embedded and institution-wide change (Kift &
Nelson, 2005). The Academic Plan at our institution focuses squarely on transforming the
student experience via a whole-of-institution approach that aims to provide an excellent
student experience through co-curricular approaches (Griffith, 2013). This acknowledges
the call by Kift, Nelson, and Clarke (2010) for institution-wide approaches to enhancing
the first-year experience, and the work of Krause, Hartley, James, and McInnis (2005),
who argued that effort must be directed at moving practice towards more holistic and sus-
tainable institution-wide approaches. It is evident that our university is taking a whole-of-
institution approach, with, for example, current teaching and learning grants squarely
focused on fostering and enhancing opportunities for collegial approaches to learning
and teaching.

In this current milieu, the Community of Practice (CoP) model appears appropriate as
a strategy for facilitating change in this setting, with its approach to creating collaboration
and development through voluntary actions across a particular domain (Wenger, 1998).
CoPs are now widely regarded as a viable approach to enhance the teaching and learning
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practices of academics across a variety of settings in higher education (McDonald & Star,
2006; Nagy & Burch, 2009; Viskovic, 2006). With a focus on embedding change, the CoP
process can engage academics in collaborative, professional conversations around ident-
ified issues as well as reflections on their teaching practice (McDonald & Star, 2006;
Richlin & Cox, 2004).

There are, however, a number of unique challenges associated with the utilisation of
CoPs in higher education. Such challenges include participation from academics that
are increasingly overwhelmed by growing workloads and research output demands
within changing institutional conditions (McDonald & Star, 2006, 2008; Nagy & Burch,
2009; Richlin & Cox, 2004). This scenario is set to come under further pressure from
changes to the higher education sector proposed by the current Australian Government,
including deregulation of student fees and a reduction in government funding (Common-
wealth of Australia, 2014). These cuts are expected to drive competition, impact retention
and create inequality in learning opportunities and have therefore been received with
concern by many in higher education (Riddle et al., 2014). Thus, societal pressures can
affect the culture of the higher educational institutional setting in which the CoP is oper-
ating and ultimately affect the success of the CoP as an opportunity for learning about and
improving teaching practice (see Ashwin, 2009).

Here, we describe, discuss and reflect on the use of a CoP to develop professional com-
petency and coherency across assessment schedules for a cohort of first-year courses
within our school (Wilson & Lizzio, 2011). Assessment is now widely regarded as one
of the most ‘significant influences on students’ experience of higher education’ (Boud
et al., 2010, p. 1) and thus reform and professional development in assessment design
and practice is seen as pivotal to transforming the student experience. We seek to
analyse the challenges that arose when employing the CoP model in times of institutional
upheaval and flux characteristic of the current climate in higher education, and argue that
structural and societal forces impacting on the culture of our institution, and higher edu-
cation in general, ultimately rendered this CoP an unsuitable forum for professional devel-
opment and learning around assessment reform.

The paper is structured in the following manner. First, we present a discussion on the
issue of assessment and retention in the first-year space. We then present the rationale for
utilising the CoP framework as an approach to addressing assessment reform. The design,
management and implementation of the CoP are then described. We then present an
analysis on the efficacy of this particular CoP. One of the key findings to emerge from
interviews with CoP members was the constraints presented by the current institutional
environment within the higher education sector in Australia, and thus we conclude the
paper with a discussion of the constraints presented by the ‘neoliberal turn’ (see Curtis,
2013) in higher education in Australia and the implications of this for staff participation
in, and learning from, CoPs.

A focus on assessment and retention

The effects of poorly planned assessment in higher education are well documented and
include student disengagement from learning and the development of negative attitudes
towards learning itself (Boud et al., 2010; Rust, 2002). As recent literature asserts, ‘assess-
ment drives the student experience’ (Taylor, 2008, p. 20), and at a recent International
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Conference of the First Year Experience (Brisbane, 2012), the final keynote speaker,
Professor Ron Oliver, presaged that assessment will be the key future focus in the pro-
vision of an excellent experience for first-year university students. Assessment is thus
pivotal to the overall student experience of higher education and has obvious ramifications
for student engagement and retention Oliver (2012).

The issue of the ‘student experience’ has been identified as a critical priority for Griffith
University (Griffith University, 2013). This positive experience includes the provision of
coherent curricular and co-curricular learning experiences and support that enable
students’ success. The explicit connection between assessment and the student experience,
while recognised in the literature, was not, at the time of inception of the CoP in this case
study, being addressed through any institutionally driven processes at our institution. This
gap informed the development of a collaborative approach to reformation of the assess-
ment practices across the first-year courses offered within our school. The authors success-
fully applied for an institutional Learning and Teaching grant to implement a CoP as a
collaborative opportunity to improve and inform assessment practices. What follows is
a review of the literature on CoPs that seeks to provide a coherent and critical appraisal
of the potential for the utilisation of a CoP in such a setting, and which will be employed
as a framework in the ensuing analysis.

Communities of Practice
CoPs are defined as ‘groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion
about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on
an ongoing basis’ (Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002, pp. 4–5). They are groups or net-
works which help guide, regulate and make meaning of both work and non-work situ-
ations (Tight, 2007, p. 398). While there are those who argue the CoP idea is
undertheorised (see Fuller, 2007), others suggest that they are a social theory of learning
itself that we learn via our interactions with other human beings, and importantly with the
artefacts associated with that learning, such as books, computer programs and documents
(Laskov, Mann, & Dahlgren, 2008, p. 123). So, CoPs in practice and in theory are ‘the
basics building blocks of a social learning system because they are the social containers
of the competencies that make up such a system’ (Wenger, 2000, p. 229). Participating
in a CoP formed to improve and reform assessment in the first-year space means that
the competencies needed for this reform will be cooperatively defined by the CoP
members. As such, the CoP model represents a process for creating communication, col-
laboration, learning and knowledge building through voluntary interactions between the
members of the CoP. While CoPs do not have defined hierarchy or leadership roles, the
implementation of the process does require a champion to promote the CoP and engage
participants (Wenger, 1998; Wenger et al., 2002).

Successful CoPs should be based on the following three principles: mutual engagement –
members interact and respond to each other, developing norms and rules that guide engage-
ment in the process; joint enterprise – the members understand the CoP and contribute to
it, while simultaneously developing competencies needed within the CoP; and finally, a
shared repertoire – of communal resources such as such as language and artefacts that
members have access to and are competent in utilising (Laskov et al., 2008, p. 123;
Tight 2007, p. 398; Wenger, 1998, p. 73). Higher education itself can be seen as a CoP,
with many embedded CoPs within it, all with ‘their own sense of joint enterprise,
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mutuality and shared repertoire’ (Tight, 2007, p. 398). CoPs have been used as an effective
approach for enhancing learning and teaching practice in higher education (McDonald &
Star, 2006; Nagy & Burch, 2009; Viskovic, 2006). They can provide a space for sustained
professional conversations around identified issues and valuable professional support for
academics that are increasingly overwhelmed by continuous change, workload and
research output demands (McDonald & Star, 2006, 2008).

CoPs, in both theory and practice, are not without criticism. Wenger (2010, p. 6) argues
that there is a lack of recognition of the influence of the institutional, political, or cultural
context in which CoPs are situated. This is a significant critique given Ashwin’s (2009)
exhortation that ‘the cultures of the institution in which the teaching–learning interaction
is situated’ (p. 10), is one of four key areas requiring scrutiny in higher education research.
Hughes, Jewson, and Unwin (2007, p. 4) argue that there is a failure to conceptualise and
account for the relationships of power which inform CoP development within social and
institutional settings. And while the dominant emphasis in the literature on CoPs is that
CoPs are egalitarian and harmonious joint enterprises, Wenger (2010, p. 8) insists that
conflict can be a central part of the practice. In summary, CoPs are often analysed as indi-
vidual enterprises within institutional and cultural settings, with little or no analysis of the
forces or powers acting upon, or importantly, within those settings, that ultimately can
influence both the processes of social learning that occur within the CoP, and the practical
outcomes envisioned for the CoP, in this case, reform of first-year assessment practices.
What follows is a description of our experience with implementing a CoP at our
university.

The idea

As mentioned previously, our project was developed to facilitate the review and enhance-
ment of assessment practices across all first-year courses within our school through a CoP
as a direct means of addressing the link between assessment and retention (Boud et al.,
2010; Taylor, 2008). The project aims included improved assessment practices across
potentially 16 first-year courses across both campuses of our institution, with the goal
of improved retention across both. Additional aims included: build staff capacity,
enhance collaboration across the academic and professional elements and ultimately, an
enhanced learning and teaching culture.

The plan – what we thought would happen

Prior to the commencement of the CoP, a planning phase was undertaken to develop a
process for carrying out the initiation and conduct of the CoP in line with Wenger’s
(1998) model of domain, community and practice. The domain identified was the link
between the student experience, assessment and retention, while the community involved
consisted of first-year course coordinators from across all first-year courses within our
school. We also identified a number of other key stakeholders within the school, including
the Dean of Teaching and Learning as a champion for the CoP, and a facilitator to support
and manage the CoP process. The practice to be developed through the CoP was pro-
fessional and collegial development to facilitate review and reform of assessment practices
across all first-year courses within the school.
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For the conduct of the CoP, participants would attend regular CoP meetings where they
would be introduced to the literature on the importance of effective assessment as part of
an enhanced first-year experience. The intent was that their capacity would be built to
engage as active participants in reflecting upon their own assessment practices so that
they could be active agents in the review process of that assessment. In the design of
this CoP, we were also mindful of the constraints of the higher education context, such
as resources, workload and research demands (McDonald & Star, 2006; Nagy & Burch,
2009). To manage these constraints, we intended to provide financial support where poss-
ible in the form of marking buy-out and research assistance. These measures are consistent
with those suggested by McDonald and Star (2006). We also sought to create a safe space
for academics to express and share concerns about teaching constraints and institutional
pressures.

The progress and outcomes – what actually happened

We now describe the implementation of the plan, and the progress and outcomes from
the CoP process. To support our reflections on the efficacy of the CoP, we conducted
follow-up interviews with a total of six (6) CoP participants. These interviews were con-
ducted by the CoP facilitator who led the original project, and transcribed and analysed
to identify themes in the interviewee’s responses relating to their experiences of the CoP
and its efficacy as a tool for reforming assessment practices. While we recognise data
from six interviews may seem a small data sample upon which to base our analysis,
the staff who participated in these interviews were present for each CoP meeting and
were totally committed to the process. That their views on the CoP process are very
similar, we argue, provide us with a coherent basis for our analysis, and validate our con-
sternation about the impact of institutional pressures on the implementation of a CoP.
We identify each interviewee via a numeric order of 1–6, which relates to the order in
which they were interviewed.

To initiate the CoP process, all first-year convenors were invited by the CoP facilitator
to attend an initial workshop. To further encourage participants, and highlight the com-
mitment of the school executive to the process, the Dean of Teaching and Learning (as the
CoP champion) also welcomed participants and gave assurance that the school saw value
in staff contributing to the CoP. At the initial CoP workshop, we discussed the overall
approach and strategy, with participants mutually engaged in designing the final approach
for assessment review and reform. In this manner, the participants were identified as active
agents in ‘owning’ the process and the project outcomes.

Initially, the response from participants was positive. Attendance at the initial CoP
meeting was high and enthusiasm for the idea of a collegial, innovative approach to
improvements in assessment was palpable. In expressing initial expectations for the
CoP, one staff member stated:

I thought it would be a good opportunity to look more coherently at first year assessment
structure. As it is, there is no scaffolding across courses, there is no coordination between
academics on how people design their courses. I thought it would be great to sit down to
look at assessment structures across all the first year course offerings and work together
about what everyone was trying to achieve, and also learn from what others were doing.
(Interviewee # 3)
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Another staff member demonstrated enthusiasm around the opportunity to develop their
own professional skills:

I was hoping for ideas for innovating with regards to assessment, new ways of doing things
that improves the experience of students, teaching them what they need to know and then
finding out if they had learnt and understood. (Interviewee # 1)

Several institutional changes emerged at the same time as the CoP was getting off the
ground, however, which dampened this initial receptivity. First, a Policy for the Standards
for First Year Assessment was introduced in the same week that the first meeting was held.
This was, in the words of Wenger (1998) an institutional artefact that crossed the CoP
boundaries which would now need to be reinterpreted with the CoP domain. It was a
formal university policy that related specifically to the content of the CoP domain, chal-
lenging the voluntary, collaborative approach to change in first-year assessment and
making it an institutional imperative for staff to align their assessment with this policy.
The reaction from the CoP champion and participants was that the CoP could still
serve as a place where assessment reform could be addressed. Participants agreed that
there was a need for consistency across assessment in the first-year space to meet the stan-
dards and support retention, and that the CoP could be a space to devise a good model to
operate across the various first-year programmes.

After the initial meeting, however, CoP participants learnt that the decision to
implement an institutional policy on assessment had been made with little or no
staff consultation. As Nagy and Burch (2009, p. 242) argue, CoPs can be viewed by
sceptical academics as a masquerade for a predetermined agenda that is really
another committee. This was the view taken by some of the participants which did
not augur well for the future progress of the CoP. As one participant stated about
the policy for assessment, ‘it is one of those changes that did not come from a colla-
borative space and resulted in a sense of more work and more responsibility’ (Intervie-
wee # 2). Another felt that the change in agenda caused confusion among staff, stating
the CoP ‘became a vehicle for communicating policy rather than an open discussion
about how best to improve first-year assessment from a grass roots collaborative
level’ (Interviewee # 4). Another participant describes the impact on the progress
and outcomes of the CoP:

It had a detrimental effect on what the CoP set out to achieve. Before it even began, these
major constraints were placed on first year assessment and it affected the potential of the
CoP. The introduction of the policy inhibited the process. (Interviewee # 5)

Two other institutional realities simultaneously emerged that served to likewise impede
the sense of mutual engagement and shared repertoire necessary for successful CoPs.
Atmosphere and morale within the school became negative over a withdrawal of sessional
funding from all large first-year courses. Many saw this as a key indication of decrease in
values given to teaching and learning issues. Academics felt overwhelmed and the victims
of a non-caring institutional agenda that promoted excellence in teaching as rhetoric,
while slashing funding for courses. The following comments from staff indicate the
extent of staff disenchantment within the school and how it impacted their involvement
in the CoP:
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This CoP ran the same year as sessional budget cut when everyone was upset, frustrated, in a
bad mood. The CoP was trying to be implemented in a negative hostile environment. (Inter-
viewee # 6)

Because of decisions of the executive of the group in relation to the sessional budget I felt the
pressure of time, lack of resources, and an unpleasant working environment. (Interviewee #
5)

At the same time, a new rationalised Bachelor of Science Program was introduced. The
rationalisation of degree programmes within the university sector has become common-
place (Cullen, Joyce, Hassall, & Broadbent, 2003) with large first-year courses serving mul-
tiple degree programmes as an accepted pedagogical characteristic of higher education
content delivery. The new programme meant increased workloads for many staff, and
was seen by many to be unsound pedagogy. In addition, creating a collegial working
group across the school was made difficult as the programme rationalisation involved
several schools that had not previously worked together. Staff felt that they were under
siege, and ‘simmering resentment’ (Ryan, 2012, p. 9) became the dominant emotion
within the school, as evidenced by this comment from one staff member:

The institutional change, which isn’t a problem in itself, but it was the way in which it was
occurring, which was top down. It didn’t involve listening to the views of the CoP or people
who were committed to the first year experience and teaching. There was also an issue with
emotions that came up as a result of this change. There was definite bitterness and anger
towards the university administration, which are valid feelings, but very difficult to move
beyond when there was no indication that these problems were being acknowledged. (Inter-
viewee # 3)

When asked if they would participate in future CoPs, participant views were mixed, with
one participant stating: ‘A more constructive and positive environment is required, and
this relates to the atmosphere of the work environment in the group at large’ (Interviewee
# 4). There was also some indication that that if the circumstances are right, CoPs can be a
useful collegial tool to foster innovation and reform in the teaching/learning space:

I do think the CoP process can be useful. Even when desired outcomes aren’t gained there in
value in coming together to share concerns. There is still value in establishing the connections
and relationships – that is the social capital for making benefits in the future. (Interviewee #
5)

The initial aim of the CoP to improve assessment practices in first-year courses across the
school through collaborative professional development of academics was compromised by
the introduction of the artefact – the institutional policy on assessment standards – that
crossed the CoP boundary – and was not reinterpreted favourably by the CoP
members. Combined with wider institutional factors, this served to create an environment
within the School where staff felt resentful, time poor and exhausted, with CoP members
retreating from a sense of shared repertoire and joint enterprise which Wenger (1998,
2000) details are necessary for successful CoPs.

Challenges and conflict in the higher education sector

In describing our experience with implementing a CoP in the higher education context, we
have detailed how this CoP was negatively impacted by internal institutional challenges,
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and the imposition of an artefact in the form of an assessment policy into the CoP bound-
ary. We argue that the institutional culture evident within the school and the wider uni-
versity is representative of sector-wide influences in higher education in Australia. Thus,
the following section discusses the higher education sector more broadly with the view that
the current institutional and cultural settings for higher education, and how power is dis-
tributed and managed within higher education, must be taken into account when analys-
ing CoPs.

The changing landscape of higher education in Australia

There are those who believe that the current issues facing higher education are due to Aus-
tralian universities being increasingly subject to, and embracing of, the fundamentalist
logic of neo-liberalism (Curtis, 2013; Ryan, 2012). These issues include: increased manage-
rialism and bureaucratisation, a sustained emphasis on greater efficiencies, compliance
with auditing, quality and research measurements, an increased emphasis and measure-
ment of ‘quality’ research outputs, together resulting in an academic environment charac-
terised by an ‘erosion of trust, an intensification of academic work, a decline in collegiality,
threats to self-identity and feelings of alienation’ and stress overall (Knight & Trowler,
2000, p. 110).

Neo-liberal ideology assumes that freedom of the market is conducive to individuals’
liberation and freedom (Harvey, 2007). This emphasis is derived from the neo-liberal
belief that ‘the market forces of a robust economy and the greater circulation of capital
will [replace the state’s need to] resolve social problems and inequities’ (Sawyer &
Gomez, 2012, p. 26). Advocates of neo-liberalism demand that institutions be entrepre-
neurial, market-orientated, cost-effective and most of all, accountable (Ryan, 2012).
These are the current demands placed upon higher education institutions.

Evidence of the influence of neo-liberalism in and on higher education can be seen in
the wave of reforms in the higher education sector in Australia over the past 30 years that
have resulted in an increasing deregulation and corporatisation of the university sector,
marked by increased managerialism, greater efficiencies, compliance, quality and research
measurements (Ryan, Guthrie, & Neumann, 2008). Ryan (2012) argues that the latest
wave of changes is accompanied by even more external and internal measurement, surveil-
lance and control over universities and their academic workforce. There has thus been
considerable pressure placed on Australian academic staff to be more competitive, pro-
ductive and accountable, while simultaneously being more entrepreneurial and innovative.
The increasing deregulation of the sector also means the institutions themselves must now
operate in a much more highly competitive environment, and considerable pressure has
been placed on them to strengthen management, to become more entrepreneurial and
corporate-like (Meek, 2007).

Perhaps the most pressing indicator of the neo-liberalisation of higher education is the
dominance of the research agenda in higher education in Australia (Chalmers, 2011),
which has seen a demonstrable valuing of research over teaching quality. The value of
research is becoming increasingly judged according to its capacity to demonstrate its
immediate ‘economic and social impact’. This focus on impact, outputs and measureable
indicators (Curtis, 2013) is not conducive to staff engagement with activities that consume
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their time and energy, where these activities cannot be measured, quantified or assessed
and given the same gravitas as research outputs.

These factors combined together are causing dissatisfaction among academic staff, with
low morale among academic staff identified across many Australian higher education
institutions (Bexley, James, & Arkoudis, 2011; Coates et al., 2009). Universities and
their permanent staff are under pressure to meet the performance criteria across all
aspects of academic work, and the commentary on the intensification of academic work
has been significant (Allport, 2000; Cashmore, Cane, & Cane, 2013; Chalmers, 2011;
D’Andrea, 2007). These factors together constitute as sector-wide impediments to
across-institution collegial activity in general, and in particular, for engagement in colla-
borative and teaching focused professional development opportunities such as CoPs. Nagy
and Burch (2009, p. 230), suggest ‘the collegiate dimension to academic life appears to
have been diminished by seeking the measurable, over the unquantifiable outcomes of col-
legiate relations’.

Summarising the impact of institutional pressures on collegial learning
processes

We now offer an analysis of our CoP experience in light of the current institutional press-
ures impacting upon higher education. In describing the progress and outcomes of the
CoP earlier in the paper, we identified a number of events that influenced the process.
We also identified a number of issues that occurred as a result of these events, which
impacted the efficacy of the CoP. While the timing and implementation of these insti-
tutional changes are specific to this particular context, we argue they are representative
of events occurring in universities across Australia. We believe that the events that
impacted the process of our particular CoP are related to wider institutional conditions,
which in turn are driven by the neo-liberal shift in higher education. In short, wider
issues of power and economy affected the institutional and cultural setting in which
this particular CoP operated. We therefore concur with Ashwin (2009, p. 10) that the
culture of the institution in which the CoPs is situated is of critical importance in any
analysis of the CoP as a learning process, and with Wenger (2010, p. 10) that issues of
power are inherent in a social perspective on learning, and that therefore power must
be acknowledged in the analysis of such processes.

In summary, we identify three key institutional and neo-liberal driven forces that
impacted upon our particular CoP process:

(1) Limited consultation and collaboration
The institutional changes that were happening during the time in which the CoP

process was being implemented (sessional funding changes, assessment standards
policy, etc.) were top-down mandates, with limited collaboration and communication
with staff about their development and impacts. While Wenger, McDermott and
Snyder argue that CoPs can create space to connect practitioner development to the strat-
egy of the organisation (2002), in this case, the lack of staff consultation created an atmos-
phere of unrest among academic staff, with the sense of more work and more
responsibility, with no support. The institutional conditions described here are represen-
tative of the neo-liberal focus on auditing, compliance and quality measures in higher edu-
cation (Knight & Trowler, 2000), which demands increased managerialism and limits
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collaboration. While the assessment standards policy in and of itself supports the tran-
sition pedagogy approach and a curriculum focus on assessment (Kift et al., 2010), the
timing and implementation were driven by a focus on auditing and compliance, which
created conditions of tension and disengagement.

(2) Atmosphere and morale within the school
In addition to limited consultation and collaboration around the introduction of the

institutional changes during the CoP process, the efficacy of the CoP was also impacted
by the low morale and negative atmosphere in the school. Participants in the CoP felt
that there was a sense of bitterness among staff in response to the sessional funding
cuts and the approach taken by the school to implementing new policy and programming.
One participant identified the effect of communication and implementation on staff
morale, claiming

this is where the break down happens, this causes disengagement and frustration of staff. It
feels like there is no value of knowledge or respect for staff. It is a culture of bad/no communi-
cation and it is a process that is damaging. (Interviewee # 6)

In conditions that are driven by market forces, the rationalisation of degree programmes
becomes part of the neo-liberal approach to higher education (Cullen et al., 2003; Harvey,
2007). When such approaches are implemented through the institution with limited con-
sultation, as seen in this case, morale can be significantly compromised, creating negative
impacts on staff well-being and their willingness to be involved in change processes.

(3) Time, resources and participation
The constraints of time and resources are commonly cited by academics as barriers to

engaging in new initiatives, given all the other expectations in the role (McDonald & Star,
2006). In this case, academics felt that their efforts were thwarted by budget cuts to ses-
sional funding, which made committing time to the CoP process very difficult. Partici-
pation in the CoP was also compromised by how participants perceived the school’s
attitude towards the value of teaching in light of the formal assessment policy. As one
participant noted, ‘there is a sense that people at the top don’t trust the staff who are con-
vening the courses and feel like they need to force them to do best practice’. This finding
supports Viskovic (2006) and McDonald and Star’s (2006) argument that without valuing
individual contribution to the development of teaching practice, innovation will be
limited.

We also found that academics are hesitant to commit to activities that have limited
capacity to contribute to their research output. As stated by one CoP participant, ‘the
lip service to teaching needs to change, the reality is what the uni wants is research
outputs and research grants. Teaching is at the bottom of the heap’. Such concerns are
valid, as the outcomes of CoPs are difficult to measure (Nagy & Burch, 2009), rather
than research performance per se. The pressure academics feel around the dissonance
between the value of teaching and research outputs can be seen as a reflection of the dom-
inance of research outputs under a neo-liberal agenda (Curtis, 2013).

Analysis

Current research suggests that approaches that engage the whole institution are necessary
to improve the first-year experience (Kift et al., 2010). The new policy on first-year
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assessment that was mandated at the outset of the CoP did take steps towards whole-of-
institution reform regarding assessment. However, policy reform and implementation are
an institutional activity which reflects wider cultural and institutional imperatives. It is not
necessarily compatible with successful social leaning experiences such as CoPs. This was
the conundrum faced by this CoP with its goal of assessment reform via a focus on mutual
engagement and joint enterprise, and we argue, the potential conundrum of similar colla-
borative social learning approaches that seek to improve teaching and learning practices
within the institution, and ultimately therefore, the student experience.

We argue that analyses of CoPs, which are in reality social learning experiences, must
take into account the wider institutional and societal settings that inform and ultimately
affect the experience of social learning that can occur in CoPs. While we have focused pri-
marily on the power of structural and systemic realities that served to inhibit the social
learning experience that was our CoP, following Ashwin (2009), we suggest that power
can also be conceptualised as relational, ‘that it plays out in different ways in different situ-
ations’ (p. 22), and thus, that not all CoPs in all institutions will endure the same realities
and outcomes. A focus of this paper was to highlight how the current higher education
system contributes to the institutional and cultural reality of our institution, and how
this impacted upon our CoP. As such, it may appear to privilege the role of structural
and institutional power in the analyses of our CoP. We do not, however, want to totally
dismiss the capacity for academic agency in the face of such structural forces, nor foreclose
on the future utilisation of CoPs as a social learning experience in higher education, and
conclude with the positive outcomes that did emerge from the CoP process.

The CoP created a safe space for academics to express and share concerns about teach-
ing constraints and institutional pressures. This was highly valued by staff who partici-
pated, who felt that it created a community-focused medium for discussing such issues
in which they had a voice. As one participant stated, ‘the good thing about being there
was an opportunity to share concerns, in some ways it was like a therapy session as we
so rarely get a chance for that voice to be heard’ (Interviewee # 1). Thus, there was
value obtained in establishing connections to build social capital for the future, which
will be needed if the current proposed changes in higher education are realised.

Conclusion

This paper has delivered a narrative about events surrounding our attempts to establish a
CoP focusing on reform and improvement of first-year assessment practices in first-year
courses within our school. What has been revealed is the importance of scrutinising the
institutional, cultural and structural factors in analyses of CoPs and similar social learning
experiences. In this case, a specific combination of institutional factors, including policy,
programme and budget changes, created an atmosphere that was not conducive for social
learning activities like CoPs. These institutional realities were themselves informed by
wider societal and structural issues, including the increasing pressure on management
structures in higher education to conform to neo-liberal principles, with a focus on
research outputs and impact, measurement and market forces (Curtis, 2013).

The current policy imperatives informing the Australian higher education sector render
it problematic for those staff seeking to participate in social learning opportunities for
learning about and improving their teaching practice. While many staff felt that the
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CoP was a valuable initiative, wider structural forces in higher education, and their effects
on the culture of our institution, directly impacted upon the CoP process. The lessons
learnt from this process show that deeper consideration of the context of higher education
and its particular challenges is required when implementing a CoP in this setting, and in
the analysing of such processes. This paper has documented the process of one such
initiative to serve as a contribution towards understanding the issues associated with
the current milieu in higher education, and its impact upon staff and their participation
in CoPs.
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