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Abstract

Purpose: This study aims to identify facilitating factors in cultivating a linguistically and culturally
diverse virtual Community of Practice and techniques in tailoring such support for international
graduate teaching assistants (ITAs) at a US university while assessing indications for ITAs’ self-
perceptions in four key areas: social connectedness, confidence teaching in English, pedagogical
support, and self-efficacy in teaching.

Design/Methodology: This mixed-methods case study qualitatively analyzes open-ended
responses utilizing a Grounded Action Research approach along with follow-up interviews of ITAs.
Quantitative measures of key perception areas between three “Experience Groups” were
conducted to identify potential correlations with involvement in the CoP.

Findings: Calculations using the Kruskal-Wallis test of differences yielded no statistically
significant results. However, qualitative analyses highlight ITAs” needs, classified into four general
concepts and 16 specific core categories. Evaluation of CoP communications suggest COVID-19
and a sudden transition to online teaching represented recognizable shared problems that
invigorated the CoP and overshadowed diversity-related factors.

Implications: These findings have implications for culturally and linguistically diverse CoPs and
particularly for ITA training programs worldwide, allowing universities to enhance support of ITAs
and bolster development of undergraduate programs especially during times of crisis and
transitions to online learning.

Originality: The first study to investigate an international, multilingual ITA population in a virtual
CoP regardless of academic discipline, this contributes by addressing several common CoP
criticisms, including cultivation in distributed contexts and in further guiding expectations for its
adoption into culturally and linguistically diverse communities.

Classification: Case study

Keywords: Communities of Practice, diversity, online, virtual, multilingual, multicultural,
international teaching assistants
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Introduction

This case study investigates facilitating factors in cultivating a virtual Community of Practice
(VCoP) that is both linguistically and culturally diverse, and its role, if any, in benefiting
international teachings assistants (ITAs) at a university on the northeast coast of the United
States (UNCU), particularly as ongoing social, linguistic, and pedagogical support. Despite their
growing presence in US institutions, ITAs are perceived negatively compared to their American-
born counterparts (Li at al., 2011; Gorsuch, 2016; Manohar and Appiah, 2015) and experience
overwhelming amounts of distress in their transition into US campus life (Smith and Khawaja,
2011; Sherry et al., 2010). Aiming to alleviate their concerns, given the social and sharing-
focused nature of CoPs (Wenger at al., 2002), the cultivation of a VCoP could serve as added
support for first-year ITAs at UNCU. Still, a major criticism of this framework lies within its
extension to broader cultural contexts (Ardichvili et al., 2006; Jewson, 2013; Hildreth et al.,
2000; Roberts, 2006; Kerno, 2008; Passerini et al., 2020; Malinen, 2015); this study addresses
this issue by integrating culturally and linguistically diverse individuals into a fully-online VCoP
due to the emergence of COVID-19. Considering globalization trends across universities and
workplaces, such diversity in CoPs is becoming less of an anomaly and more a norm. This study
sheds light on the following research questions and sub-question:

1. Which factors facilitate the cultivation of an energetic virtual CoP with linguistically and
culturally diverse membership?
2. How can such CoPs be designed to benefit ITAs specifically?
a. Do such benefits include heightened self-perceptions of confidence teaching in
English, pedagogical support, self-efficacy in teaching, or social connectedness on
campus among first-year ITAs?

Literature Review

ITAs in the United States

Graduate teaching assistants are graduate students who teach lower-level undergraduate
courses in exchange for stipends and/or tuition. This is financially beneficial to both students and
universities (Krislov, 2019). Okahana and Zhou (2018) state that approximately 24% of graduate
students in the US in 2017 were internationals, many of whom fulfill TA roles. This number differs
by academic department: up to 80% of graduate students in STEM departments at several US
universities in 2017 were internationals (Jain, 2019). Clearly, ITAs comprise a considerable
presence at American universities.

Unfortunately, various studies outline American undergraduates’ negative attitudes toward ITAs.
They are often viewed as having linguistic inadequacies (Li et al., 2011; Gorsuch, 2016) and
receive lower student evaluations compared to American TAs (Manohar and Appiah, 2015). Work
by Meyer and Mao (2015) demonstrates that American students also perceive ITAs as creating
classroom environments that are less desirable than those developed by American TAs.

Still, how to best support ITAs remains uncertain, as exemplified by extensive disparities between
ITA training programs across the US. They differ in content, duration, and timing of training
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administration: some programs last one weekend; others run concurrently to ITAs" first full
semester teaching. Most take place during their first summer on campus, sometimes a full year
before they begin teaching (Hou et al., 2018) and before internationals have acquired awareness
of their own pedagogical weaknesses and/or needs in such early stages (Hou, 2014).

Furthermore, negotiating social circles is of major concern to ITAs (Smith and Khawaja, 2011),
56% of whom report experiences of isolation, loneliness, and discrimination at American
campuses (Sherry et al., 2010). Acknowledging that TAs report feeling that they receive
insufficient supervision, guidance, and feedback in their workload (Wise, 2011), combined with
the need for earlier self-identification of weaknesses (Hou, 2014), social learning over time in
CoPs may, logically, serve as effective for ITAs socially, linguistically, and pedagogically.

Notably, though numerous studies have documented success with CoPs with career instructors
(Caldwell and Heaton, 2016), findings may not extend to TAs, especially for those who do not
intend to teach as a career (Parker, 2014).

Communities of Practice in diverse and distributed contexts

The concept of Communities of Practice (CoP) was first introduced by Lave and Wenger (1991),
providing groundwork for situated learning and the notion of workplace learning as outcomes of
social interaction. Theories on identities of novice versus expert practitioners are presented,
along with the learning processes involved throughout paths of professional growth within larger
organizations as social settings. Learning in a CoP, then, being social in nature, may enhance ITAs’
sense of connectedness while requiring them to negotiate teaching-centered topics in English,
thus providing social, linguistic, and instructional support. Wenger (1998) takes CoPs further in
highlighting the paths of individuals’ trajectories across levels of participation as they move
toward more central roles and in addressing conflict between individuals within these levels, a
noted criticism of Wenger’s earlier conceptualizations (Li et al., 2009). This sort of “conflict” goes
against the grain in many cultures, as demonstrated in literature involving international graduate
students which suggest that individuals of certain cultural backgrounds may become timid or
passive in their interactions with those in positions above theirs (Hou, 2015) or “experts,” as
defined by Wenger. This corroborates other findings on culture’s influence in knowledge-sharing
and communication preferences, including power negotiations, competitiveness, modesty in
public settings, and collectivist ideologies (Passerini et al., 2020; Ardichvili et al., 2006; Hildreth
etal., 2000; Kerno, 2008), which may interact unpredictably in widely diverse CoPs. As such issues
of diversity are addressed, albeit limitedly, in Wenger et al. (2002), and for its shift toward
emphasis on cultivating CoPs, this iteration of the framework most informed the approaches
adopted in the development of this study’s CoP, particularly its seven principles for traversing a
CoP’s stages of maturity.

Here, Wenger et al. (2002) do address global communities as one subset of distributed
communities—or communities that are unable to connect physically (p.115)— and briefly outline
issues that commonly arise from within them; yet, the recommendations discussed are minimal
and optimistic. In cultivating CoPs under distributed—albeit not specifically global—
circumstances, they provide a series of vague recommendations such as “achieving stakeholder
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alignment,” “building a rhythm,” and “developing the private space of the community more
systematically” without details of what stakeholder alignment is beyond shared interests,
average amounts of timing or rhythms, or how to gauge private interactions, respectively.
Perhaps the most effective strategy presented involves inclusion of both “local variations” and
“global connections” (pp.124-130). Although COVID-19 immediately halted this study’s
community’s ability to gather, many distributed CoPs cannot develop a “local variation” at all
under any circumstances, making this so-called solution optimistic. Noticeably minimal, also, are
implications regarding members’ comfort in using a given technological platform or tool and the
training and/or access needed, especially when international members are involved (Khalid et
al., 2014).

Wenger et al. (2002) admit their proposed remedies are more suited for larger CoPs and that
intercultural and linguistic matters add further nuance. They suggest little in designing to
overcome diversity-related challenges. That socio-cultural factors may impede on the cultivation
of active CoPs remains among the primary criticisms of CoP frameworks (Ardichvili et al., 2006;
Hildreth et al., 2000; Roberts, 2006; Kerno, 2008). Kerno (2008) provides a compilation of major
downfalls of CoPs, highlighting “regional culture” as one of the three most pervasive
shortcomings of the framework. He corroborates the cultural findings addressed above in
discussing the impact of culture on one’s communication inclinations and styles and notes also
the severe shortage of cross-cultural research on CoPs. Ardichvili et al. (2006), perhaps most
extensively to date, outlines culture’s role in VCoPs, addressing the impact of cultural influences
such as collectivism, competitiveness, modesty, and communication styles in knowledge seeking
and sharing. Still, the study is limited to four nationalities and one academic specialty
(engineering) while also having a large number of members representing each nationality—two
stark differences compared to the study at hand.

Applying an extended framework

Among the few studies that have reviewed impacts of CoPs with diverse membership are a
dissertation with international healthcare students, in which participants learn communication
techniques with in-person practice sessions (Guinea, 2016); a blended face-to-face and
distributed approach by Hildreth et al. (2000); and a group of English language learners whose
CoP interactions were both a course requirement and practiced during class (Khalsa, 2012).
Authors of each study assert the importance of in-person components in their CoPs’ success,
limiting the extendibility of their findings to non-distributed CoPs, but required CoP interaction
as a coursework grade, thus violating a key element of the framework: voluntary participation.
Per Wenger et al. (2002), CoP membership is self-selected and voluntary, and can be classified
by level of participation, which should grow in frequency, intensity, and trust in later stages.

However, this study differs from those undertaken above not only in its purely voluntary
membership, but also in its multilingual/multicultural factors and its online environment, which
may likely affect this VCoP’s active participation. In reviews of activity in VCoPs, numerous studies
address members’ motivations for contributing, often including incentives, elements of
competition, or consequences to elicit activity (Passerini et al., 2020; Curtis, 2018; Tan and
Ramayah, 2018), none of which are present here either. Nonetheless, Wenger et al. (2002) states
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that participants should not be expected to contribute equally; it should not be assumed that
they are not learning silently, peripherally, given that “people have different levels of interest in
the community” (p. 55).

Presently, a CoP by definition involves primarily a shared domain, engagement within the
community, and shared practical resources, as published previously but maintained on his
current website (Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner, 2015). Though many tenets of the
framework have been modified over time, noticeably absent remain updated discussions on the
evolving web-based nature of communication and the diversity of global communities. Thus, the
study at hand presents a case that involves a relatively small sample size but a uniquely rich CoP
membership in cultural and linguistic diversity that must operate strictly online; in other words,
it involves a combination of factors that are increasingly common but minimally explored or
resolved by Wenger et al. (2002) or other research to date.

The Case at UNCU
UNCU runs two ITA training sessions per year: four-week courses before Fall and two-week
courses before Spring. Training course-loads consist of two to four of the following:

- Pronunciation of American English: provides explicit speaking practice

- Oral Intelligibility: aims to improve intonation through drama

- Culture and Pedagogy: reviews basic teaching skills in American university settings

- University Workshop: features presentations from representatives on legal topics and
campus resources

All ITAs are required to enroll in Culture and Pedagogy and University Workshop. Enrollment in
language courses depends on departmental requirements and ITAs’ speaking abilities as assessed
on-site by UNCU’s English language department. ITAs who do not reach departmental
requirements cannot teach discussion sections or labs and must enroll in upcoming ITA training
sessions while fulfilling non-teaching duties in the meantime, such as grading or tutoring.

Predictions

Based on previous findings of commonly identified hardships among ITAs (CITE), content geared
toward the areas of pedagogical, social, and linguistic support would serve as shared problems
and interests that would invigorate the CoP. Discussions from Wenger et al. (2002) suggested
that the VCoP, being fully online and diverse in culture and language by nature, would move more
slowly through the stages of cultivation compared to more homogeneous or in-person CoPs,
though a timeline for such movement has not been outlined in the literature to date.
Furthermore, it was expected that first-year ITAs who engage in the VCoP would perceive
themselves as feeling more confident in their English for instructional purposes, more socially
connected, more pedagogically supported, and more effective in their role as instructors
compared to first-year ITAs who did not join the CoP. First-years who did not join the CoP were
expected to feel less linguistically confident, socially connected, pedagogically supported, and
effective compared to both the experienced ITAs and the first-years who did join the CoP. In
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these same four areas, the CoP group and the Experienced group were expected to respond
statistically similarly, though the Experienced group, with their informed knowledge of teaching
at UNCU, may be found to perceive themselves more positively than the CoP group.

Methods and Methodology

This case study utilizes a mixed-methods design involving analysis of open-ended responses,
guantitative measurement of surveyed perceptions, and evaluation of contributions to the CoP.
All participants granted informed consent across all domains of the study and were contacted via
active UNCU email addresses with links to surveys.

Participants—Initial Survey with Open-Ended Questions

Because of the mixed design of this study, different components of the research involved distinct
sets of participants. Data from the initial survey, described in detail in the Instruments section
below, was collected at the start of the semester from 79 ITAs (table 1) at UNCU, representing 27
nationalities. All UNCU ITAs who participated in ITA training between 2014 and 2020 with active
UNCU email addresses were sent the link to participate in the initial survey. As PhD programs at
UNCU typically last at least five years, with many extending beyond this timeline, even ITAs from
the 2014 cohort were likely still fulfilling ITA duties at the time of the study or had graduated
within the year.

Table I: Initial Survey Participants: Open-Ended Data; Table II: Post-Survey Participants

Participants—Post-Survey

Data on ITAs’ perceptions in the four key areas were collected from a post-survey that was sent
seven weeks after the initiation of the CoP. 52 ITAs (table Il) responded to the post-survey and
represented a total of 20 nationalities. Of these 52 respondents, eight were CoPs members who
span five nationalities.

Survey Instrument

The initial survey consisted of 24 questions: 9 demographic, 8 perceptual, and 7 open-ended.
Open-ended questions were informed by work from Austin (2002) on ITAs’ attitudes toward
campus support resources. The items measuring perceptions in the four key areas consisted of
adapted items from questionnaires (table Ill) that have been previously tested for reliability; this
reliability may be affected as abbreviated versions of each were included to comprise this
particular instrument.

Table 1lI: Reliability of Adapted Instruments

These eight items were 10-point Likert-type, ranging from Strongly disagree to Strongly agree, or
Nothing to A great deal for items adapted from the TSES.

Procedure of Surveys

All ITAs were first sent a SurveyMonkey link to the initial survey via email one week before the
semester. CoP members were asked to also complete a post-survey consisting of five
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demographics and the same eight perceptual questions as the initial survey after their experience
in the CoP in order to allow for greater amounts of time, interaction, and potential effect with
the CoP. However, given the unexpected yet extensive changes to ITAs’ instructional duties and
overall involvement at UNCU resulting from COVID-19, all groups of participants were asked to
complete the post-survey to allow for fairer comparison on the perception questions across all
three groups. Therefore, all quantitative data derive from the post-survey responses of 52
participants whereas the open-ended data derive from the initial survey’s 79 respondents.

Procedure: Cultivating the VCoP

Invitations were sent to first-year ITAs to join a Facebook group aimed at providing support and
a secure space for questions regarding teaching, campus life, or US culture. Participation was self-
selected and voluntary. 18 ITAs (table 1V) joined. The other four members consisted of me (an
ITA instructor and the CoP’s core member/coordinator), another ITA program instructor, a
previous ITA training program administrative assistant, and an experienced second-year UNCU
ITA.

Table IV: Members of CoP

Facebook was selected for its flexibility with global communities and its facilitation of easily-
accessible public and private communications, and the demonstrated positive effects on
members’ sense of “social connectedness” when social networking components are present in
e-CoPs (Hung and Yuen, 2010). Additional research has shown that ITAs report feeling inhibited
in expressing uncertainty or requesting help in the presence of professors or academic advisers
(Cowan, 2012), even online (Kenney et al., 2013), while Austin (2002) demonstrates the value of
informal communications in shaping TAs’ instructional habits and illustrates that ITAs prefer to
direct their questions in informal settings. In light of these findings, non-ITA members of
academic departments were not invited to participate in the VCoP.

Results

Data obtained from open-ended questions in the initial survey were analyzed using a Grounded
Action Research method, outlined by Strauss and Corbin (1990) and replicated by Baskerville and
Pries-Heje (1999), to identify key themes. Data from the post-survey were analyzed using the
Kruskal-Wallis test of differences for non-parametric ordinal data at a significance level of .05
(Cohen et al., 2011).

Findings of Open-Ended Responses

To classify themes that emerged from the open-ended survey responses on to questions related
to their ITA duties, a Grounded Action Research approach was utilized to provide rich insight into
lived experiences of ITAs. This method combines Action Research, as participants were working
with me, the researcher, to implement positive change to their own organizational structures at
UNCU (Reason and Bradbury-Huang, 2007), along with Grounded Theory in that the volume of
open-ended responses was somewhat unexpected; no hypothesis regarding their direction was
made at the start of data collection.
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To identify core categories, participants’ responses were first-coded to distinguish key concepts.
From there, axial coding assisted in the development of relationships between concepts to form
categories. Theory then emerges to form core categories that shape narratives for interpretation.
From this point, the action research cycle may begin again.

To exemplify, one core category that emerged was the teaching of unfamiliar content.
Statements such as “My course topics aren’t related to my educational background,” “The
courses I'm assigned to TA don’t relate to my research or field,” and “I'm from a different
scientific background but was given a challenging engineering course to TA” were first placed,
among other data, into the concept of “workload,” then to the category of “content-related
workload stress,” and finally to the core category of “lack of familiarity or interest in TA course
content.” In total, 16 core categories emerged from four general concepts. All core categories
have several distinct pieces of ITA feedback attributed to them, with numerous ITAs often
corroborating the same notions and the ideas of more departmental-specific information and
educational technology being repeated across several core categories.

Core categories with the most variety in responses, along with a number of examples statements
from ITAs, include:

- Disagreement between ITA and Professor on Grading Matters
o “My prof graded leniently, and I didn’t expect this, though | see now that it keeps the students
motivated.”
o The professor didn’t take grading seriously and it was really demoralizing for me as the TA; | started
to care less.”
o “Some supervisors don't care if their students cheat, copy homework, how homework is graded—
that made me more reluctant to do the job.”

- Planning for the Sudden Transition to Online Instruction
o  “Need more suggestions about TA activities for online courses.”
o  “Everything takes longer to teach online.”
o “I had to spend so much time moving everything to an online format and making new homework
questions when we went online.”
o “Is there somewhere on campus we can go to borrow or fix tech equipment?”
o  “More practice with using teaching websites.”

- A Need for Differentiated Training

o  “Each department is very unique and it is very possible that TAs have to readjust to their
requirements after ITA training.”

o  “More focused training sessions are needed. For example, make a special class for TAs in the area
of math and natural sciences.”

o “It would help if departments or even TAs saved their lessons or worksheets together or shared
online activities; it would be easier for TAs coming from a different background to teach in different
departments. For example, from mathematics to mechanical engineering.”

- Student Issues
o “Classroom management techniques should be more deeply addressed.”
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o “There were bad attitudes toward ITAs!”
“I need more training in handling uncooperative students in active learning.”
o “The students were always very quiet, especially online.”

o

All core categories can be found in table V below. Any responses that did not fit into any of the
general concepts and were not corroborated by another ITA were excluded.

Table V: Lists of Concepts, Categories, and Core Categories

Findings in CoP Cultivation

The data were extracted seven weeks into the cultivation of the CoP although only four of these
weeks coincided with UNCU'’s teaching schedule, unexpectedly. The CoP began one week before
the semester in order to help ITAs with first-week preparations. After just two weeks of teaching,
however, UNCU was forced to push forward its spring break week and add an additional,
unanticipated break week to evacuate its campus in light of COVID-19.

The CoP consisted of 22 total members representing 13 nationalities. Given the percentage
breakdowns projected by Wenger et al. (2002, p.56), we expect 2-3 core members, 4-5 active
members, and 14-16 peripheral members, though for the purposes of this study, active members
represent individuals who interacted (table VI) in the CoP in any capacity. | myself am the
coordinator and only core member.

Table VI: CoP Contributions of Core and Active Members

Early posts contained content intended to provide social, linguistic, and pedagogical support of
ITAs, such as UNCU graduate student event announcements, articles on the unique
characteristics of US undergraduate campus experience including both cultural and linguistic
information, and inviting stories, questions, or concerns regarding their first week of teaching,
respectively. However, after three weeks into the CoP, only three ITAs and two non-ITA members
had contributed. Acknowledging the findings of cross-cultural, multilingual CoPs in which explicit
instruction was provided to members (Ehrenreich, 2010; Guinea, 2016; Khalsa, 2012), | sent a
brief email encouraging ITAs to contribute, along with reminders of appropriate topics and
responses. Within hours of this correspondence, the emergence of COVID-19 in the area,
specifically on UNCU’s campus, was announced. Soon after, CoP activity increased, marking first-
contributions from numerous members. However, it is worth noting that fourteen of the fifteen
posts—numbers which do not include the strings of comments and reactions within each initial
post—during the four weeks of heightened activity included information about teaching online
and/or COVID, and all but two generated ITA interaction within the reactions and comments
sections, at times building on each other’s previous responses. Over the seven weeks total, active
ITA members engaged in 62 interactions, 59 of which occurred during the latter four weeks of
the CoP.

It is crucial to note that these interactions were always in response to initial posts made by the
VCoP coordinator. Aside from three ITAs who contacted me in private spheres, ITAs had not yet
begun initiating posts or engaging, at least in public spaces of the CoP, with each other.

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/cwis

Page 10 of 25



Page 11 of 25

oNOYTULT D WN =

International Journal of Information and Learning Technology

This lack of independent interaction may be the result of the cultural issues found by Ardichvili
et al. (2006), but may also be a consequence of lacking a face-to-face foundation from which to
build trust (Guinea, 2016; Hildreth et al., 2000; Khalsa, 2012), an insufficient amount of time to
build rapport with one another (Wenger et al., 2002), as well as ITAs’ widely varied academic
backgrounds and, therefore, diverse perceived needs. Furthermore, it is quite possible that ITAs
had not yet had opportunities to face or identify their areas of weakness, which is typical for first-
year ITAs (Hou, 2014); crucial periods of the semester including exams, grading, homework, etc.
had not yet occurred.

Peripheral members were categorized based on their sustained presence in the CoP: these
individuals (table VII) did not interact in its public space but continued to visit the Facebook page
throughout all seven weeks.

Table VII: CoP Peripheral Members and Early Leavers

The majority of these members read 18-23 of the 23 posts; all read at least 12. Early Leavers
never contributed or stopped viewing posts after the initial two weeks or earlier.

Semi-structured follow-up Facebook private chat interviews with four ITA members representing
four different nationalities and languages, selected for their relatively high levels of engagement
in the CoP, were conducted upon completion of the UNCU spring semester. The purpose of these
interviews was to gather data regarding their experience as an ITA during COVID, their activity in
the CoP, and their perceptions of its usefulness.

All interviewed ITAs stated that they experienced heightened levels of stress in response to their
ITA duties as a result of COVID-related changes at UNCU. An ITA from Bangladesh acknowledged
that transition often brings added stress that that it is “even more so with COVID-19.” One ITA
from Pakistan recounted that he spent considerable time on “making online labs for students to
perform at home” while an ITA from Korea explained that her “professor and TAs decided to
make a question bank so Canvas can pick random questions for each student so nobody gets the
same set of questions.” She also added that she “had to respond to more emails from students
because they were panicking in general about everything.” When asked about why they never
initiated a post, one of the four stated that he does not use Facebook much while the other three
discussed “shyness,” “never taking initiative in group settings,” “or “not feeling comfortable
sharing... with others | barely know,” though they acknowledged that these feelings were
mitigated when they had the opportunity to respond to a post by the facilitator; giving answers
was less intimidating or personal to them. Two also explicitly mentioned that they likely would
have felt more of an inclination to “collaborate” if other ITAs from their department had been
involved in the community. Still, though they only ever responded when prompted, three of the
four interviewed ITAs believe that they benefited from the CoP. An ITA from India noted that she
“felt more confidence teaching online” as a result; another felt more socially connected at a time
when everyone “felt distant”. Another added “As an inexperienced TA, some help in teaching is
still required after the training period is over. This provided me that additional support.”

n «u
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Findings of the Post-Survey

Participants were categorized into three “Experience Groups.” Respondents in the First-Year
category participated in UNCU'’s ITA training program during Summer 2019 or Winter 2020. The
Experienced group consists of ITAs who underwent training at some point between Summer 2014
and Winter 2019, inclusive. The CoP group represents post-survey responses from ITAs who
joined the CoP.

Crucially, sample sizes of all survey response groups were small; results can be regarded as
indicative only. Data were analyzed using the Kruskal-Wallis measure of differences for non-
parametric ordinal data at a significance level of .05 (Cohen et al., 2011). No statistically
significant differences were found between the experience groups for any of the four key areas
of perception (table VIII).

Table VIII: Findings of Kruskal-Wallis Tests

Acknowledging the lack of statistical significance, ITAs’ perceptions of having pedagogical support
on campus show the greatest promise for future work (x 2 = 4.544, p = 0.103). Also, slight
differences in mean ranks (table IX), though not statistically significant, are present and in favor
of the CoP group across all perception areas, possibly indicating promise for future work.

Table IX: Mean Ranks of Four Perception Areas by Experience Group

Furthermore, as shown in Table VIII, perception of pedagogical support was the closest p-value
(p = .103) to statistical significance. However, when reviewing mean ranks, the greatest
differences appear to be between the CoP and Experienced groups, which was not expected.

Table X below shows descriptive statistics of the sample for a clearer view of means, which are
the highest across the CoP groups in each perception area, though crucially not statistically
significant.

Table X: Descriptive Statistics of Perceptions

With standard deviations reaching as high as 3.03, where responses range on average across
more than half of the 10-point scale, ITAs are showing great variation in their perceptions.
Increased numbers of participants and questions in each category is needed to yield more
generalizable data.

Discussion

Wenger et al. (2002) state that, by definition, a CoP is a group 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.” He also admits outright that dispersed, or in this
case virtual, CoPs, as well as either culturally or linguistically diverse CoPs, are expected to require
more time in the early development stages of Potential, Coalescing, and Maturing without giving
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clear timelines or expectations for their cultivation. This particular study combined all three
characteristics in an effort to assess whether such a diverse CoP, though having shared problems,
concerns, and passions about a topic, could be of relevance to a group as heterogeneous as first-
year ITAs. That ITAs at UNCU want sustained support throughout their first year of teaching is
clear: a resounding 64 of 79 (81%) of them indicated this in the open-ended survey when asked.

In responding to the first research question, there is clear evidence that a shared problem is
among the factors that facilitate the cultivation of a diverse VCoP. However, identifying what
constituted a “shared” problem was not readily transparent, especially not to a group of
strangers from different backgrounds and academic disciplines and especially during the first few
weeks of the CoP. This is discussed in interviews with ITAs who stated that they felt shy or
uncomfortable to post their plans, actions, or concerns online to share with individuals whom
they did not yet know, which also may signify that a considerable amount of time or effort may
be needed in the Coalescing stage to develop trust, another facilitating factor. Evidence for a
shared problem that is apparent to all in the community is further demonstrated by the lack of
activity or interaction among ITAs in spite of repeated attempts on the part of the facilitator to
invigorate the community with a variety of content in early posts. However, following the sudden
closure of the campus and the imminent transition to online classes, a shared problem was easily
identifiable as relevant to all. Following, the CoP became comparatively active, with ITAs
disclosing their lesson topics in search of online materials and sharing ideas on how to move
forward with cases of cheating online, for example. While it is true that the posts were initiated
by the facilitator, reactions and comments to initial posts became markedly more abundant. Still,
this lack of initiation should not be taken as a lack of social learning per se with culturally diverse
CoPs (Ardichvili et al., 2006; Malinen, 2015; Passerini et al., 2020), given that differences in
cultural influences on communication and of collectivism, competitiveness, saving face, and
hierarchy impact one’s approach in sharing and seeking knowledge.. Furthermore, Wenger et al.
(2002) state that members at all levels of participation should be accepted as learners and CoP
members—a crucial difference compared to previous iterations of the framework. Follow-up
interviews with ITAs did indeed reveal that social learning was occurring and that ITAs perceived
themselves as having benefited from the interactions, though a desire for more homogeneity in
their academic backgrounds and teaching duties was expressed both in follow-up interviews as
well as the open-ended survey response; the 18 ITA-CoP members represent 12 different
academic departments. Inclusion of more members from each department, or, in generalizing
to a wider range of diverse VCoPs, a shared academic or professional background or experience,
may likely help to invigorate an otherwise heterogenous community more quickly.

Guidance or encouragement may also be taken as a facilitating factor in cultivating a culturally
and linguistically diverse VCoP. Not only is this in line with literature on developing CoPs with
classes of mixed-background non-native English speakers (Guinea, 2016; Hildreth et al., 2000;
Khalsa, 2012) but also aligns with the sudden uptick in interaction in the Facebook CoP observed
here: upon sending a brief email to ITAs with possible CoP topics and examples of acceptable
responses to posts, ITAs did engage with the facilitator’s posts. In the follow-up interview, one
ITA noted that she felt she better understood the purpose of the CoP after receiving this email
and began interacting, in part, as a result of it. This “guidance” may also help ITAs to feel less
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vulnerable in communicating individual challenges or needs: when examples are elicited by a
facilitator, ITAs may feel that their struggles appear less as a personal weakness. ITAs shared
stories, ideas, and advice, but never sought advice in the CoP, which contradicts findings from
the open-ended survey data which clearly outlines a number of areas of support needs across all
experience levels.

In cultivating an VCoP specifically for a diverse community of ITAs, in addition to the facilitating
factors discussed above, the open-ended survey data becomes crucial in needs identification,
which may likely reflect relevance and therefore perceived value of a potential CoP and may in
part be pertinent to training, departmental, and campus-wide factors specific to UNCU. Still, prior
research on ITAs (Smith and Khawaja, 2011; Sherry et al., 2010; Austin, 2002) illustrate sufficient
common ground to be able to extend at least a sizeable number of findings to other programs.
Based on the open-ended survey data, general concepts that emerged with respect to ITAs’ needs
consist primarily of concerns related to workload, department- or campus-level support,
diversity, and student behaviors and motivations. The 16 core categories (see table V) illustrate
a number of more specific needs that, when presented in a CoP setting, may elicit more
interaction, given that they provide information regarding ITAs’ widely shared problems, which,
as outlined above, appear to be a facilitating factor in energizing new, diverse VCoPs. ITAs
explicitly state, along with a demand for technology-based practice given the presence and likely
continuance of COVID-19, that these core categories require additional training, with a request
for discipline-specific policy transparency, observations, shareable materials, lesson ideas, and
overall departmental collaboration at the heart of many comments made across the 16 core
categories. However, this does not necessarily signify that ITA VCoPs should be restricted to the
departmental level, as “crossover” from one discipline into an only tangentially-related one was
frequently discussed by ITAs as a significant problem in their TA experience, and also in that the
CoP was discussed in follow-up interviews as socially beneficial in connecting to ITAs outside of
their own department. Including experienced ITAs into the VCoP would have increased the
likelihood of overlap between academic departments and further extended social connections,
perhaps further invigorating the VCoP.

It is important to note that many of these core categories discussed largely by more experienced
ITAs may not naturally have come to light in the first-year CoP due to a lack of opportunity to
occur: because of COVID-19, the semester was delayed and little grading had occurred at the
time of data collection; student behavioral issues may have been less of an issue in online classes;
language-related issues may have been mitigated due to online presentation of pre-made
materials and less dependence on traditional lecturing on a chalkboard; and access to campus
resources was shut down entirely. Based on follow-up interviews, the most overwhelming
stressor of the semester was the sudden increase in material development—a topic that was in
fact discussed by ITAs in the VCoP.

These unexpected changes to UNCU’s semester due to COVID-19 likely played a significant role

in the responses of the post-survey data. Nonetheless, in answering the research sub-question
regarding ITAs’ self-perceptions in areas commonly identified as being of concern in previous
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literature (Li et al., 2011; Gorsuch, 2016; Smith and Khawaja, 2011; Sherry et al., 2010), a
preliminary statistical review yields interesting findings to be used for indicative purposes only.

Perceptions of one’s confidence teaching in English is the highest reported mean across all
Experience groups. This initially seems to conflict with open-ended survey data, in which
language and cultural issues emerge as core categories of concern for ITAs. A deeper look into
the data shows that 52% of the 27 respondents who reported having language-related concerns
come from China, Iran, or Taiwan, which is relatively high, given that 27 nationalities were
represented in the open-ended survey. However, there were no active VCoP members from
China, Iran, or Taiwan, nor did any Chinese or Iranian ITAs complete the post-survey from the
VCoP group, including peripheral members, which may account for the seeming disparity.

Data from post-survey perceptions, though not statistically significant and purely indicative,
show the greatest disparity in mean ranks between the CoP group and the Experienced group,
which could reflect that first-year ITAs may not yet be able to predict the degree of support they
will need, in line with findings from Hou (2014), whereas the Experienced group may have sought
support in the past and faced difficulties obtaining it.

Limitations

Unfortunately, the sample size of ITAs was limited with only one university involved, making all
findings purely indicative. With more participants and additional qualitative data, perhaps in the
form of a longitudinal study, results may become more reflective of the ITA experience in the US.
Segmenting data by department, language background, or other factors may also account for
wide variations in ITA perceptions and needs.

A limitation of the open-ended initial survey was the exclusion of CoP-specific questions. The
intention was to avoid cuing responses on perception questions. However, as CoP cultivation
progressed, an earlier emergence of ITAs” opinions on ongoing needs could have energized the
community. In retrospect, the open-ended survey data or similar needs analysis should have
been conducted before the launch of the VCoP.

Similar CoPs will likely see more success by including in-person components. Members’ inability
to meet during the pandemic may have inhibited independent communication between each
other. Offers to set up “Zoom” meetings were unsuccessful, perhaps due to the CoP’s infancy or
stressful conditions resulting from COVID in general, such as evacuations of campus, dormitories,
labs, and the sudden need to develop a wide variety of lessons, materials, and assessments.

Future Research

Further studies on this topic may benefit from inclusion of experienced ITAs in the CoP. This may
increase interactions and social aspects of the group while improving its perceived value,
assuming others from similar disciplines are involved. CoP impact may also be greater if trust and
rapport are initially built in face-to-face environments, or more time is allotted to the VCoP
cultivation and data gathering. Assessing benefits of shaping CoPs around departmental, cultural,
or linguistic needs may also create interesting areas of research.
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Additional research may also benefit from the adoption of qualitative designs that provide
comprehensive views of the lived experiences of ITAs. Conducting interviews throughout a year-
long CoP, for example, may generate data that inspires improvement in ITA training programs.
Deeper investigations into CoP interactions may highlight specific types of posts that most
energize ITA-CoP members. In a systematic review of the literature on VCoPs, Malinen (2015)
states an overabundance of research regarding the sheer quantity of participants’
communications versus content exploration, often resulting in a misleading overrepresentation
only the most active members’ CoP experiences. Comparing similar data from universities,
especially with longer or shorter ITA training programs, could provide insight into the
enhancement of training and support programs.

Conclusion

ITAs comprise sizeable proportions of TAs in the US. These individuals face significant academic,
cultural, social, and linguistic pressure in overwhelming new environments. The situated learning
involved in CoPs was projected to help ITAs in their feelings of social connectedness and adaption
to their new, multi-faceted roles at the university. The goal of this mixed-methods case study was
to provide additional evidence outlining expectations of culturally and linguistically diverse CoPs
in a fully distributed, online setting, to identify any facilitating factors that may serve to
encourage interaction in a highly heterogenous community, to illustrate how such a support
system may benefit ITAs specifically, and to assess participants’ perceptions of their confidence
teaching in English, social connectedness, pedagogical support, and instructional self-efficacy
based on experience and CoP participation. Results from this study show that there is no
statistical significance in the four perception areas, though combining these data with findings
from the CoP, open-ended questions, and follow-up interviews demonstrate the need for
support for ITAs across four general concepts of ITA workload, departmental- and campus-wide
needs, diversity, and student-related issues. Access to discipline-specific resources and
knowledge of educational technologies spans across a number of core categories of ITA perceived
needs and is becoming increasingly essential, notably in the time of COVID-19.
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Table I: Initial Survey Participants: Open-Ended Data

Region of Origin and Number of Survey
Nations Represented Participants
Africa
Ghana, Nigeria, Uganda 5
Americas
Colombia, United States (Attended school in Japan) 3
East Asia
China, Japan, Korea, Taiwan, Vietnam 19
Europe
Belgium, Bulgaria, France, Germany, Greece, Italy,
Russia, Spain 12
Middle East/North Africa
Iran, Israel-Palestine, Lebanon, Turkey 10
South Asia
Bangladesh, India, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka 28
Unreported Nationality 2
Total Number of Participants 79
Table II: Post-Survey Participants
Region of Origin and Nations Represented | First-Year, | Experienced | First-Year, Regional Totals
Non-CoP CoP
Americas 2 - - 2
Colombia, United States (Attended school in
Japan), Venezuela
Africa 3 1 - 4
Ghana, Nigeria, Uganda
East Asia 5 5 1 11
China, Korea, Taiwan
Europe - 7 - 7
Greece, Italy, Russia
Middle East /North Africa 3 3 - 6
Egypt, Iran, Turkey
South Asia 10 5 7 22
Bangladesh, India, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka
Total
Total Number of Nations Represented = 20 Participants = 52
Table IlI: Reliability of Adapted Instruments
Area of Perception Instrument Subscale Cronbach’s
Alpha Coefficient
Social Connectedness Social Connectedness Scale Not applicable 91
(Lee and Robbins, 1995)
Confidence Teaching in English English Teachers’ Sense of Efficacy Scale Teachers’ Self-Reported .92
(Chacon, 2005) Proficiency
Pedagogical Support Survey of Perceived Organizational Support Not applicable .97
(Eisenberger et al., 1986)
Self-Efficacy in Teaching Teachers’ Sense of Efficacy Scale Student Engagement; .90
(Tschannen-Moran and Woolfolk Hoy, Instructional Strategies
2001)
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1
2
3
4
5
6 . .
7 Table IV: Members of CoP {Exeluding-coordinator)
Region and Nationalities Active | Peripheral Early Regional
8 Leavers | Totals
9 Americas 2 1 - 2
10 United States
n Africa 1 - - 1
12 Uganda
13 East Asia 2 3 1 6
14 China, Korea, Myanmar
15 Europe - - 2 2
16 Malta, Ukraine
17 Middle East /North Africa 1 1 - 2
18 Iran, Turkey
19 South Asia 5 3 - 8
20 Bangladesh, India, Nepal, Pakistan
21 Totals Nations = 13 11 8 3 22
22
23 Table V: Lists of Concepts, Categories, and Core Categories
24 Concept 1: Categories Content-Related Grading Lesson-Planning Time
25 Workload Management
26 Core Lack of Disagreement between Planning Content Balancing
27 Cate . Familiarity or ITA and Professor on and Activities responsibilities
28 gories Interest in TA Grading
29 Course Content
30
31 Individual Challenges Planning for the Managing Large
32 with Grading Sudden Transition Classes
33 to Online
34 Instruction
35 Timing and Pacing
36 of a Lesson
37
38 1
39 Concept 2: Categories Departmental-Level Campus-Level
40 Support
41 Needs
42 Core A Need for Differentiated Training Lack of Information or Training
43 Categories
44 More Autonomy in Teaching
45
46 1
47 Concept 3: Categories Classroom Management Academically
48 Student
49 Issues
2? Core Behavior Issues A Lack of Prior Knowledge in Course Content
52 Categories
53 Motivation Issues
54 T
55
56
57
58
59
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Culture

Language

Concept 4: Categories
Diversity
Core
Categories

Understanding and Relatability

On Behalf of Students

Table VI: CoP Contributions of Core and Active Members

*No specific core category;

ITAs simply noted “language barriers”

Level of Participation # of # of # of Private Total Nationality
Likes Comments | Posts | Correspondence | Contributions
Core (Coordinator) 2 27 23 9 61 USA
Active 5 2 2 4 13 USA
Americas Totals 5 2 2 4 13 1
2 1 0 0 3 India
0 0 0 2 2 India
2 1 0 2 5 India
10 6 0 0 16 Bangladesh
1 1 0 0 2 Nepal
South Asia Totals 15 9 0 4 28 5
4 7 0 0 11 Korea
0 1 0 0 1 Myanmar
East Asia Totals 4 8 0 0 12 2
0 0 0 2 2 Turkey
Middle East Totals 0 0 0 2 2 1
3 2 0 2 7 Uganda
Africa Totals 3 2 0 2 7 1
CoP Active Member 27 21 2 12 62 10 members
Totals
Table VII: CoP Peripheral Members and Early Leavers
Peripheral Early Leavers
Gender Nationality Gender Nationality
1 Iran 1 China
Middle East = 1 East Asia = 1
2 China 1 Ukraine
1 Korea 1 Malta
East Asia = 3 Europe =2
2 India
1 Pakistan
South Asia = 3
1 USA
Americas = 1
8 Periperhal members
Table VIII: Findings of Kruskal-Wallis Tests
Confidence Pedagogical Self-Efficacy Social
in English Support in Teaching  Connectedness
Kruskal-Wallis H 1.430 4,544 1.818 1.408

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/cwis

Page 24 of 25



Page 25 of 25 International Journal of Information and Learning Technology

df 2 2 2 2
Asymp. Sig. 489 103 403 495

oNOYTULT D WN =

Table IX: Mean Ranks of Four Perception Areas by Experience Group

9 Experience Confidence Pedagogical Self-Efficacy Social

10 Group N in English Support in Teaching Connectedness
First Year 23 24.00 29.39 2411 28.20

13 Experienced 21 27.60 21.24 26.88 23.52

14 CoP 8 30.81 32.00 32.38 29.44

16 Total 52

18 Table X: Descriptive Statistics of Perceptions

20 Confidence in English Pedagogical Support  Self-Efficacy in Teaching Social Connectedness

21 Group n M SD M SD M SD M SD

22 First Year 23 8.22 1.9 8.14 1.95 7.15 1.73 7.13 2.62

23 Experienced 21 8.71 1.52 7.45 2.3 7.36 1.79 6.57 3.03

24 CoP 8 9.06 1.06 8.94 1.81 8.19 1.22 7.38 2.3
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