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Innovating Interdisciplinarity in Higher Education: 

Exploring the Impact of a Grassroots Community of 
Practice 

 

ABSTRACT 
Skills in interdisciplinary collaboration are required to address many complex problems facing 
society. As such, interdisciplinarity is a critical competency for students to develop. However, 
teachers’ effectiveness in teaching interdisciplinarity is often hindered by silo structures 
within university faculties. To address this in the Experts in Teamwork (EiT) programme, a MSc 

in a Norwegian university that develops students’ interdisciplinary teamwork skills through 
projects that address real-world challenges, a community of practice (CoP) evolved among 
teachers from different EiT classes. Over 20 months, CoP members participated in digital and 

in-person discussions, lecture exchanges, student and professional conferences, and co-
evaluation of student work, with an aim of better understanding interdisciplinarity and 
approaches for teaching it to students. The success of the CoP in achieving these aims was 

evaluated through a series of focus groups consisting of members of the CoP. The CoP 
achieved some success in fostering pedagogical conversations that were transformative for 
participants’ understanding of interdisciplinarity in their practice. Participants reported that 

CoP participation influenced their interactions with students, ultimately helping students to 
develop a better understanding of interdisciplinarity. However, participants reported 
limitations in the CoP as a professional development resource, citing its newness and the 

required time commitment. Participants felt that these issues could be addressed via greater 

institutional support. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The world faces growing threats to sustainable, healthy socio-ecological systems. Such 

challenges are often considered to be “wicked problems”: that is, complex situations that are 
impossible to address within one disciplinary framework (Brown, Harris, and Russell 2010). Instead, 

solutions to “wicked” socio-ecological problems require interdisciplinary expertise while relying on 

engagement with and accountability to local stakeholders and communities (Folke et al. 2016; Norris 

et al. 2016). 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
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The need for interdisciplinary solutions to societal challenges requires training the next 
generation of professionals in interdisciplinary approaches, including the formation, facilitation, and 

engagement of interdisciplinary teams (Kawa et al. 2021; McCune et al. 2021). Such teamwork requires 

complex skills, including communication and interpersonal skills, individual reflection, and the ability 
to contextualise disciplinary expertise (Spelt et al. 2009). Experiential learning is a useful approach for 

introducing students to the practice of interdisciplinary teamwork (Cantor et al. 2015). A classroom 
group project addressing a real-world problem, for example, allows students to work through the 
processes of interdisciplinary teamwork while incorporating structured reflection and guidance 
(Stauffacher et al. 2006). 

Instructors training students in interdisciplinarity often come from different disciplines but 
have minimal experience participating in interdisciplinary teams themselves (Lindvig, Lyall, and 
Meagher 2017; Turner et al. 2022). This lack of direct experience with interdisciplinary teamwork may 

limit their ability to guide students’ skill development. Drawing from our experience with a cross-
faculty obligatory master’s-level course in interdisciplinary teamwork, we argue that a community of 

practice (CoP) that enables an informal exchange of knowledge between teachers from different 

backgrounds may provide a supportive overarching framework for educators to further develop their 
understanding and pedagogical practice in interdisciplinary teamwork (Beauchamp et al. 2022). 

 

BACKGROUND: COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE AS A TOOL FOR TEACHER DEVELOPMENT 
As an experienced-based, relational approach to professional development, CoPs may be 

effective instruments for improving teachers’ ability to facilitate interdisciplinary education. A CoP 
provides an opportunity for professional development through “loop-input,” defined as “an 

alignment of the process and the content of learning” (Woodward 2003, 301), which enables 
supervisors to apply reflections on their own experiences to their teaching approaches. In other 
words, a CoP can extend experience-based learning to its participants, mirroring their experiences 
with those of their students (Andresen, Boud, and Cohen 1995). 

The CoP approach (Lave and Wenger 1991) has been used extensively as a tool for continuous 
professional development, though less so in higher education (HE) (Mercieca 2017). The approach 
provides an arena for significant conversations among colleagues, characterised by mutual respect, 

reciprocity, and the sharing of values and practices—and by some degree of risk and vulnerability 
when conversation partners wrestle with the uncertainty, complexity, and failure that are inherent to 

teaching (Pleschová et al. 2021). CoPs provide spaces where teaching professionals can create new 

knowledge and bring change to pedagogical approaches and content knowledge (Goodyear and 
Casey 2015; Hunuk, Ince, and Tannehill 2012; Yildirin 2008).  

Studies of CoPs have identified characteristics that facilitate positive learning outcomes for 

members, finding that the social aspect of learning in a CoP increases the diversity of members’ 
perspectives (MacGillivray 2017). Lave and Wenger (1991) explore learning as a “descriptor of 

engagement in social practice that entails learning as an integral constituent” (35). Social interaction 
contributes to learning through members’ willingness to share with one another, creating a mutual 

repertoire and awareness of the effects on teaching practice (Wenger 2000). Kensington-Miller (2021) 
suggests that the social interaction in a CoP creates a sense of connection that helps teachers to 
identify possibilities for change, supporting Goodyear and Casey (2015), who demonstrate that 

participating in a CoP could bring about pedagogical change both at an individual and institutional 

level. This is provided that the CoP has sufficient time to develop a shared history, an aspect that 

Nistor et al. (2015) also found to be a predictor of members’ willingness to share knowledge. 
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Bouchamma and Michaud (2011) highlight reflection as part of social learning in a CoP. 
Kowalczuk-Walȩdziak and Underwood (2021) suggest that a diversity of perspectives can enable a 

reflective creative process that impacts teachers’ pedagogical knowledge, especially if there is also 

some positive impact on learners. Chapman (2008) concludes that the reflective process encouraged 
by a CoP positively influences learning.  

The benefits of participating in a CoP expand as longevity increases (Goodyear and Casey 
2015), so establishing a foundation of best practices at the start of a CoP increases the likelihood of 
ongoing success. Pleschová et al. (2021, 3) summarises five foundational conditions necessary for 
transformative pedagogical conversations: cross-disciplinary participation, trustful relationships, 

conducive spaces, co-construction practice, and caring attitudes. The discussion section of this article 
explores the extent to which the case study CoP meets and responds to these conditions. 

 

AIMS OF THIS ARTICLE 
This article describes a CoP that emerged among instructors from different departments and 

faculties, responsible for seven distinct classes for a master’s-level interdisciplinary course. This 

subset of classes was based on pre-existing collaborations between supervisors, shared themes (e.g., 

nature, sustainability, and citizen engagement), and the supervisors’ mutual professional focus on 
interdisciplinarity. The resulting CoP represented a multicultural research group with extensive 
experience in team development, interdisciplinary collaboration, research, and teaching. 

Over its 20-month duration, members of the CoP participated in various modes of 

engagement between and within their classes to develop a better understanding of interdisciplinarity 
and its relevance to their students. The CoP further sought to use the lessons from their shared 

experiences to contribute to the overall interdisciplinary course. The CoP impact was evaluated 
through a series of focus group discussions among participants. These discussions identified the 
opportunities and challenges that an interdisciplinary CoP can offer for student learning outcomes, 
instructors’ pedagogical approaches, and the real-world impacts of student work. 

 
Based on the outcome of the focus group discussions, this article addresses the following research 
questions: 

1. How did participation in the COP affect the supervisors’ understanding of interdisciplinarity?  
2. How did supervisors’ participation in the CoP affect their ability to guide students in 

implementing projects with real-world impact? 

3. What factors hindered and supported the formation and development of the CoP? 
 

CASE STUDY: EXPERTS IN TEAMWORK COURSE 
Structure and pedagogy of Experts in Teamwork  
Experts in Teamwork (EiT) is a cross-faculty obligatory course for most master’s students at 

the Norwegian University of Science and Technology (NTNU). It aims to help students develop skills 
and competencies for working in interdisciplinary teams. It was first introduced into the master’s 
programme in 2001 as part of a major revision of the civil engineering curriculum, using experiential 

learning as a theoretical framework. It aimed to address the needs of local businesses, specifically 
their desire to employ graduates who had the skills and competencies necessary to work in teams 
comprised of people from different professional backgrounds (Sortland 2015). The course has 

continued to develop, bringing in teachers and students from a wider range of faculties. This also has 

resulted in an expansion of pedagogical approaches used in EiT, which have been drawn from a wide 
range of discipline pedagogies.  
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The course is implemented through classes of approximately 25 students drawn from across 
NTNU’s eight faculties, including students from engineering, the social sciences, arts, and the 

University Museum. Each class is organised around a societally relevant theme and is supervised by 

one or more academic teaching staff. These classes are either semester-based, meeting one day per 
week throughout a 15-week semester, or intensive, meeting each weekday over three weeks. 

Individual classes may be in-person, virtual, or hybrid.  
Through working collaboratively on projects related to the class theme, students develop an 

understanding of interdisciplinary teamwork. This experiential learning is supported by the class 
supervisors and trained learning assistants. Students are evaluated with two final assessments: an 

oral or written project report and a written process report that explores team development. 
Evaluation is carried out jointly by the students’ own supervisor and the supervisor of another class. 
The common structure between course classes offered an opportunity for the emergence of an 

informal CoP between EiT class supervisors. 
 

Interdisciplinarity in Experts in Teamwork 
There is a growing focus on interdisciplinarity in higher education, and it has been embraced 

by EiT for over two decades. However, as the term has grown more common, its use has become 
conflated with related approaches such as “multi,” “cross,” and “trans” disciplinarity. 

These terms can be understood along a rough continuum, as illustrated in the figure adapted 

from Refsum Jensnius (2012; based on original drawing by Zeigler 1990). 

 

Figure 1. A continuum of disciplinary definitions 

 
To clarify the interdisciplinary learning objectives of EiT, definitions from recent literature are 

listed in Table 1 (Choi and Pakk 2006; Piaget 1972; Refsum Jensenius 2012, sourced from Edwards and 

Nilstad Pettersen 2022). 
 

Table 1. A summary of disciplinary definitions 
Intradisciplinary Working within a single discipline. 
Crossdisciplinary Viewing one discipline from the perspective of another. 
Multidisciplinary 
  

Drawing on knowledge from different disciplines but staying within disciplinary 
boundaries; using information from another discipline to solve a problem (i.e., 
borrowed information with no feedback). 

Interdisciplinary A synthesis or collaboration of approaches that analyses and harmonises links 
between disciplines into a coordinated and coherent whole; includes both academic 
disciplines and external sectors with the goal of addressing societal issues; can enrich 
the disciplines involved. 
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Transdisciplinary A unity of intellectual frameworks that integrate the natural, social, and health 
sciences in a humanities context, transcending their traditional boundaries; includes 
both academic disciplines and external sectors with the goal of addressing societal 
issues; not only interacting but also reintegrating in a whole where the traditional 
boundaries disappear. 

 

As the terms from Table 1 are often used interchangeably, the term “interdisciplinarity” 
increasingly means many things to different people. 

In this article, we use the term “interdisciplinary” as a general term to capture these varied 

meanings, yet also acknowledge the differentiations in goal and approach. Indeed, many of the 

supervisors embraced different approaches and aspirations associated with interdisciplinarity. For 
example, some veered towards transdisciplinarity in their desire for transformational change—either 
on an individual, group, or societal level. One CoP participant expressed:  

 

I think it’s important to think about why, what’s the purpose of the course . . . resolving 

societal issues . . . I want transformational interdisciplinarity . . . because in order to 

resolve those issues we need to go beyond disciplinary boundaries . . . it’s teamwork 
that goes to real world goals. 
 

Alternatively, other supervisors in the CoP interpreted interdisciplinarity as critical reflection 

of their own discipline from which they could explore connections with others. This was particularly 
apparent between science and the arts where this critical reflection also applied to students. One 
participant said: 

 
To get to the end of the course they’re moving from, you know, discipline to discipline, 
but bringing something along with them and learning something new along the way 

 . . . to get some of the science students to be critical of their own disciplines and also to 
be critical of the way of doing science . . . So, we sort of came to this point . . . where they 
can still bring together data and scientific knowledge, so on, but then to be able to—to 

put it plainly—to tell stories with it. 
 

To establish a baseline for how the EiT curriculum encourages supervisors to interpret the 

term “interdisciplinary,” a keyword search was performed for any terms ending in “disciplinary” 
across all core course materials for the 2022 presentation of EiT. From these documents, 
“interdisciplinary” concepts were often referred to in generalised short sentences with little 
explanation. For example, “Interdisciplinary” was often used concerning group or teamwork, such as 

a course material stating: “they should help to make the most of other people’s knowledge in 

interdisciplinary teamwork” (EiT 2022, 4). 
The goal of interdisciplinarity was also included in the assessment criteria, requesting that 

students “clearly [show] how the individuals have each expanded their perspective on their own 
academic learning through interdisciplinary cooperation” (EiT 2022, 11). More instruction on this 
approach was provided in the weekly team-based reflection assignments, where students were asked 

to “reflect on better ways that their skills could be communicated and used in cooperation with 

students from different subject areas” (EiT 2022, 11). Rather than focus on details of how 

interdisciplinarity occurs through synthesis and negotiation, EiT largely likened interdisciplinarity 
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with teamwork, conveying a relatively superficial understanding that does not engage with possible 
diverse interpretations or consequences of this term. 

 

METHODS 
The data was collected via recordings made of digital meetings among CoP members and 

from recorded interviews between CoP members between February 2021 and September 2022. 

Interviewers were also members of the research team. Class supervisors worked across two NTNU 
campuses in Norway, which, in addition to the COVID-19 pandemic, meant that a hybrid (virtual and 
face-to-face) CoP was most suitable.  

 

Key components of the CoP development 
Initial engagement—Increased level of interactions in 2020 among some EiT supervisors led to 

the establishment of a CoP. Initial informal exchanges were catalysed by one supervisor in a hybrid 

kick-off meeting (November 2021), followed by another joint meeting two weeks later. The resulting 

CoP then met regularly throughout the semester. This group shared a positive outlook toward the 

aims of the EiT programme but was invested in opportunities to deepen engagement with 

interdisciplinarity. 
Input into CoP members’ classes—Exchange across the CoP included regular discussions about 

classroom interactions, six lecturer exchanges, two informal conferences to share student work (May 
2021 and April 2022), and one academic conference presentation (June 2022). Each participant 

engaged to differing degrees in the CoP, depending on their availability and the compatibility of the 
topics and approaches (Figure 2).  

Online communication platform—A shared Microsoft Teams platform was established in 

December 2021 to support asynchronous internal communication between meetings, to collate 
literature, and to exchange knowledge and experience.  

Evaluation across classes—Four of the seven supervisors were paired to assess each other’s 

students. 
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Figure 2. Shared interactions across the community of practice 

 
 
The impact of these activities was assessed by CoP participants in four focus group 

discussions (three in April 2022 and one in August 2022). These sessions used an open, semi-

structured, and qualitative approach, where participants interviewed each other to distil and analyse 

their perceptions and experiences. This follows the approaches used by Kim, Zhu, and Weng (2022).  
Supervisors from all seven groups participated in at least one of the four focus group sessions. 

The sessions were recorded and the text from the session transcripts was thematically grouped by the 
authors to identify and interpret common discussion themes. In addition, data was gathered from 
correspondences and notes across the group. The next section discusses the key themes that 

emerged from this process. 
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FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
Impacts of the CoP on teachers’ understanding and teaching of interdisciplinarity 
Opportunities for reflection are often limited in HE environments, and it is recognised that HE 

is largely in an early phase of interdisciplinarity (Spelt et al. 2009). The CoP provided a place for 
participants to reflect on the purpose of interdisciplinarity for students while understanding how it 
also challenged them. One participant said:  

 

For me, inter/transdisciplinarity is experienced by pushing students to leave the 

comfortable spaces of their disciplines to be able to relate to each other and bring in 
aspects from either/both their professional and personal lives to the project and group 

work. The key hurdle is their reluctance to do this—the students dislike the discomfort 
and while they are participating in the course, don't always quite understand what this 
means in practice, why this is useful, or how it can be done. 

 

The CoP participants were motivated to transcend the existing faculty silo structure, which 

they perceived as limiting their experience of interdisciplinary thinking and teaching approaches. 

They expressed hope that the CoP could provide a common arena for greater interdisciplinary depth 
to their teaching. Indeed, the social learning that occurs within CoPs has been shown to expand the 
diversity of perspectives among members (MacGillivray 2017).  

Participants indicated that they had few avenues to develop diverse perspectives on teaching 

interdisciplinarity outside of the CoP. A participant who had been teaching in EiT since 2006 said that 
“there has never been any discussion about the interdisciplinarity of the supervisors . . . [it is assumed 
that we] know everything and there has never been any discussion about that.” Limitations in how 

interdisciplinarity was understood and developed within EiT appeared to impact both supervisors’ 
and students’ engagement with the concept. As one participant said, “When you don’t know what 
you’re bringing to the table, it’s very difficult then to put all these different tools and to use them, 

right?” Participants observed that, in the absence of thorough guidance in interdisciplinarity 
supported by supervisors’ strong understanding of the concept, students accepted a relatively 
superficial understanding of the term. One participant commented: 

 
The end is the teamwork and the interdisciplinarity aspect, it gets lost. That it’s not just 

about disciplinary work in the sense of academia but in the sense of diversity, 
inclusivity, different points of views, that flows into an ethical dimension. And when it’s 

considered as a means to an end . . . they’re not even part of the conversation. 
 
Conversely, participants reported that an expanded understanding of interdisciplinarity 

enabled them to guide students into a richer, more nuanced interdisciplinary practice: “the fact that 

we are aware that the definitions are different makes our work in the disciplines we work in different, 
because then you open up for definitions from others,” said one participant. Supervisors in the CoP 

recognised the importance of flexibility and awareness of students’ diverse backgrounds: one 
reflected, “we’re open to all these things because without that how could we possibly be open to our 
students, anyway?” 

CoP members also worked together to identify and address practical aspects of the course 

that hindered effective interdisciplinary pedagogy. For instance, the oversimplified definition of 
interdisciplinarity was especially limiting in the intensive classes, where there was seldom time to 
directly address the goal of interdisciplinarity. The sharing of co-evaluation responsibilities between 
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classes was identified as another source of tension, due largely to variations in the definition and 
understanding of interdisciplinarity between classes. CoP participants found that sharing assessment 

duties with other CoP participants, rather than non-participating supervisors, allowed them to better 

standardise student assessment. For example, one participant said, “Because maybe my ambition 
when it comes to see the interdisciplinary activities in the group is . . . higher than the ambition of 

other [class] supervisors. And then I might be more critical and severe in evaluating my students.”  
Finally, participants reported that the CoP offered opportunities to demonstrate 

interdisciplinary activity to students. In courses led by a single supervisor, students have few 
opportunities to observe role models engaging in interdisciplinarity. As one CoP participant observed, 

“We keep on talking about these topics but it’s just not going in because the students don’t see how it 
works, [so] they don’t understand it.” Supervisors noted that their interactions with one another in 
the classroom setting, for example during lecture exchanges and shared work sessions, allowed 

students to learn by observing productive interdisciplinary interactions. 
 

Impact of the CoP on supervisors’ ability to guide students in implementing 
projects with real-world impact 
A typical challenge of practice-based education is that, while engaging with real-world issues 

offers a chance for impact beyond the classroom, the time and resource limitations inherent in a 
university course offer minimal support and incentive for students to extend the results of their work 
after the course. Participants agreed that the CoP offered a potential means to extend the real-world 

impact of student projects through leveraging shared resources and sharing the load of supporting 
student work, such as presentations to external stakeholders. 

Participants pointed out that such systematic support for student projects should be 

considered an ethical requirement before attempting to conduct project work purporting to address 
societal challenges. One participant indicated that the lack of structural support for continuing a 
project limited the learning opportunities she was able to offer students: 

 
Integrating . . . academic disciplines with a broader community . . . would be great but 
we don’t really discuss that much. We want them to consider stakeholders . . . but really 

working with people outside of academia, I feel like, requires much . . . longer term 
investment . . . so we don’t really push them to go the extra step because it’s outside 

the constraints of the course. 
 

A CoP also provides a mechanism for rapid feedback on innovative teaching methods aimed at 
guiding students through the nuances of stakeholder engagement (Jakovljevic and Da Veiga 2020). 
Teaching high-level interdisciplinary skills relies on creative, active learning approaches that can be 

time-intensive for instructors to develop. These approaches benefit from regular evaluation and 

iterative adaptation based on student feedback and assessment; a single semester offers limited time 
for iteration and adaptation. A CoP can serve as a test lab for rapid iteration and evaluation, as 

participating supervisors can evaluate new teaching strategies and report results to the CoP, whose 
participants can test an adapted version of the exercise within the same semester. The rapid feedback 
offered by a CoP encourages more innovative teaching approaches. Some examples mentioned in 

focus group discussions include: “In my [class] we used Miro as a digital tool for students to learn to 

know each other without the initial constraints of being already in groups” and “I explicitly refer to 
innovation [in instructions to students], with respect to approaches: To bring in other innovative 
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techniques, such as sensory walks, citizen science, etc., and also to think outside the box—not just put 
a park on it.” 

The ability to workshop ideas also empowered supervisors to provide feedback to leadership 

within the EiT course. Within a large, well-established course such as EiT (or, analogously, within a 
large university department), a CoP can enable teachers to communicate collectively with leadership. 

Teachers are well equipped to identify potential programme updates to better support students, and 
they often feel that they have the best chance of enacting broad change if they raise an idea as a 
group rather than individually. CoP participants frequently mentioned changes that they would like to 
see: “A three-year project that different sets of [classes] will work on. Designing a project already from 

a sustainability perspective with the different phases, like a grant application project with a three-to-
four-year scope,” and “I would love to see EiT invest enough money that students could apply to for a 
small pool of funding to work on their project’s outcomes and be genuinely evaluated.” Participants in 

the CoP reported feeling more empowered to bring suggestions to relevant parties after discussing 
and, in some cases, piloting changes within the CoP.  

 

Challenges to CoP formation and development 
The research revealed some barriers that challenged the establishment of a CoP among 

supervisors. CoP participants perceived that the CoP’s initial formation was impeded by the wide 
variation in supervisors’ professional interests, pedagogical expertise, and motivation levels. 

Supervisors come from different disciplinary backgrounds and range from highly experienced to 

apprentice teachers. The limited time for formal training and team formation among supervisors may 
de-incentivise further engagement in EiT, making it less likely that supervisors would choose to 

become part of a CoP (Valenti and Sutton 2020). Some CoP participants also experienced that 
supervisors had varying levels of motivation and capacity to invest further in EiT. One participant said, 
“I think there are supervisors who would rather not be teaching EiT, and they are probably the ones 
who would not self-select [to] participate in, like, an optional group like this.” CoP participants 

indicated that finding willing colleagues to form a CoP was a slow process because supervisors do not 
have much awareness of how other supervisors approach their classes, although exchanging this kind 
of information is one of the aims of the CoP. 

Once the CoP was established, logistical restraints were the primary challenge to its 
continuation. Each EiT class was affiliated with at least two university institutions (their associated 

faculty as well as the EiT programme administration), with distinct obligations and practices. Meeting 

the objectives of each affiliation created a demand on supervisors’ time that made it difficult to 
devote additional time to a voluntary CoP. This tension is typical of CoPs in HE, which uphold being 
voluntary while striving to improve outcomes for an organisation (Goodyear and Casey 2015). Still, 

participants felt strongly that the impact of a CoP for EiT could be strengthened with better 
communication between the CoP and the EiT academic section. 

The CoP was especially vulnerable to external pressures because it was in an early stage. 
Issues regarding lack of continuity and not all members being available to meet up at the same times 

exacerbated challenges, making establishing strong personal connections across all the CoP members 
and group themes difficult. Valenti and Sutton (2020) identify these as challenges to the strength of 
community in a CoP, which is important for developing trust and subsequent knowledge sharing 

(Nistor et al. 2015). A CoP that has not yet achieved a high level of trust among members may not 

engage in the level of discussion achieved by CoPs with better internal and external support (Bolisani 

et al. 2021; Nistor et al. 2015). Because there is limited continuity among supervisors from year to year 

in this programme, it is difficult for a CoP to persist long enough to reap the benefits of longevity. For 



EXPLORING THE IMPACT OF A GRASSROOTS COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE 

Gutiérrez González, María Azucena, Caitlin Mandeville, Ferne Edwards, and Paula Rice. 2024. “Innovating 
Interdisciplinarity in Higher Education: Exploring the Impact of a Grassroots Community of Practice.” Teaching 

& Learning Inquiry 12. https://doi.org/10.20343/teachlearninqu.12.11 

11 

this reason, participants identified the establishment of consistent norms, positive incentives for the 
role of CoP facilitator, and a CoP culture that can be passed down through shifting supervisors as 

critical for long-term success. Indeed, three out of four of the current authors no longer work as EiT 

supervisors.  
 

Conditions supporting CoP development 
Despite challenges, participants found their experience with the CoP to be rewarding and 

constructive. We identified several factors that enabled the CoP to persist.  
First, participants reported a clear perception of professional value and personal fulfilment 

from participation in the CoP. Members reported feeling isolated and unsupported in previous 
individual efforts to deepen their engagement with interdisciplinarity and support student work with 
real-world impact, and they appreciated the camaraderie of sharing these efforts with like-minded 
individuals. Strong cultural norms established by the CoP members, including respect, humility, 

listening, and diversity, made the CoP a welcoming community and assisted with rapidly building a 

level of trust that met the conditions for success as proposed by Pleschová et al. (2021). This 

motivated members to continue participating despite logistical challenges. One member reflected: 

 
I think the dialogue that we’re having helps me to understand much better what we’re 
trying to achieve and I’m learning a lot with these discussions, and I think that it will 

help me also to have a better alignment and provide better guidance to students 

between the teamwork development and interdisciplinary work that they must do and 
the project. These discussions are very important for me. 

 
The CoP participants intentionally set group norms that offered flexibility to lower barriers to 

ongoing participation. University teachers face many competing demands on their time (Sutherland 
2018), so a major challenge in retaining participants in a CoP is making efficient use of supervisors’ 

time. The hybrid virtual format allowed members to participate even when they could not be 
physically present, and the Teams platform facilitated asynchronous conversation to keep the CoP 
connected between meetings. The mutual exchange of instruction responsibilities, including lectures, 

exercises, and assessment, further incentivised supervisors to continue participating in the CoP. In 
addition to their pedagogical benefits, these exchanges afforded supervisors increased flexibility in 

scheduling and teaching duties that could offset some of the increased time involved in participating 

in the CoP. 
Despite their positive experiences with the CoP, participants reported that many of the 

improvements they hoped for in the EiT programme could not be achieved through CoP participation 

alone but would require a greater degree of top-down support from programme administration. Such 
support could formally recognise and allocate time and resources to objectives that were outside the 

scope of a CoP, such as aligning group topics, developing multi-year collaborative projects, building 
relationships with external stakeholders, and supporting extensions of student work. The main role of 

a CoP in instituting these developments may be through facilitating collective communication 
between supervisors and the programme leadership. However, even if the CoP has limited power to 
institute large-scale organizational changes, the pursuit of these changes may still have a positive 

indirect effect of strengthening the CoP: a shared pursuit of particular desired outcomes is a key factor 

of the longevity of a CoP (Pharo et al. 2014). 
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CONCLUSION 
The CoP achieved some success in fostering pedagogical conversations that were 

transformative in terms of participants’ understanding of achieving interdisciplinarity in their 

practice. The CoP both confirmed and extended participants’ own understanding of 
interdisciplinarity. They reported that this impacted the way they facilitated their classes, which then 
enabled their students to develop a better understanding of interdisciplinarity both in theory and 

practice. Pleschová et al. (2021, 3) set out the five criteria, described above, that make this possible, 
and the CoP achieved all of these, at least to some extent: cross-disciplinarity among supervisors; 
interactions built over time, rooted in trusting relationships; conducive spaces in informal virtual 

meetings; an anchor at the institutional level reinforced through supervisors’ contributions to 
conferences and co-construction of pedagogical practices; and communication and shared 
experiences establishing a strong base for a real community. 

Participants felt that the collaborations developed as a direct result of the CoP further 

expanded students’ understanding and better supported students’ projects. However, the extent of 

these developments was often dependent on factors that were outside the control of the CoP, such as 

the timetabling and length of the module. Other factors that could be addressed via the work of the 

CoP, such as the understanding and expectations of students, were hindered by the newness of the 
CoP and the lack of participation by all the members in meetings. Participants felt that these issues 
could be addressed to an extent via greater institutional support. Specific recommendations for 

institutional support to increase the impact, persistence, and scalability of interdisciplinary CoPs 

include establishing CoPs before the start of the semester, defining thematic CoPs across faculties, 
ongoing evaluation of CoP impact, communication about the benefits of CoP participation, and 

incentivisation of supervisor participation in CoPs, for example through time release for CoP 
contributions or additional professional development opportunities. 

Overall, CoP participants were in favour of continuing to use a CoP as a means of professional 
development for teaching and as an opportunity to increase collaboration across the university. The 

CoP’s continuance is likely to depend on ensuring that good relationships can be fostered, even if 
there are changes in membership, which will depend both on the establishment of group norms 
within the CoP and increased institutional support for the CoP.  
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