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Abstract 
The present study describes how a group of higher education teachers, from different disciplinary areas, 
came to constitute themselves as a learning community. Learning communities allow the exchange of 
information, tools, experiences, innovative practices, as well as knowledge transfer between colleagues 
in a faster and a more relevant way. Despite the disciplinary diversity, the focus on university pedagogy 
grounded new practices. Teachers learned lessons through peer observation, discovered skills and 
competencies in the joint discussion, and accepted challenges to witness their experiences in 
professional forums foreign to their previous experience. It should be noted that the collaborative 
learning experience factor, which counts on another teacher as a reflective pair, allowed progressive 
social learning in this learning community that is ongoing for two years.  

Keywords: Higher Education Teachers, Learning Community, Community of Practice, Higher Education 
Pedagogy. 

1 INTRODUCTION 
Lifelong learning processes are essential so that higher education teachers can adopt new thinking 
structures and different action projects, renewed interaction strategies that stand out so that the contents 
are better understood, assimilated, and critically thought out in the classroom, as recommended in 
pedagogical guidelines [1-2]. It is also important to “encourage peer-evaluation, constructive feedback 
and coaching as ongoing practices to foster a “learning community” approach to quality teaching” [3, p. 19] 

Higher education teachers in Portugal do not have mandatory training for their professional practice. 
Additionally, there are no professional organizations that provide sustainable communities for their 
academic development [4]. However, “national regulations rarely require or prompt academics to be 
trained in pedagogy or to upgrade their educational competences over their professional life span” [3, 
p. 13]. As such, to develop their skills, they seek support at the local and even at the inter-institutional 
level, look for formal training (graduate courses, workshops, conferences, and other events), or contact 
colleagues informally or in peer observation programs. Still, the gap between knowledge and 
pedagogical practice is notorious, and it is assumed that a solitary experience both in their practice and 
in their professional identity is expected. Nevertheless, there are positive outcomes arising from 
spontaneous communities, which have managed to achieve results. This is the context for the proposed 
study: to explain the creation and development of a small learning community of higher education 
teachers from different institutions and scientific fields. 

The Post-Graduation in Higher Education Pedagogy in Portugal was the meeting point for four teachers 
from the areas of Social Work, Education, Pharmaceutical Sciences and Veterinary Medicine. The 
pedagogical activities that took place there raised questions about the teaching practices and several 
participants recognized identical concerns, while seeking to (re)define their performance, since, as 
previously mentioned, new forms of joint action open the door for the need for higher education teachers' 
pedagogical preparation, which has become a social and professional imperative. 
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1.1 Communities of practice and learning communities 
According to Addams [5], learning communities are groups of people that form to learn from one another 
and that share common norms and established practices. A learning community can develop in a 
classroom, within a professional group, in a shared housing situation, or even in an online scenario. As 
stated by the same author, unlike traditional learning approaches or paradigms that emphasize 
individual mastery or success, learning communities prize shared success, emphasize cooperation and 
collaboration, and discourage competition. On the other hand, a community of Practice is “any group of 
people engaged in a similar activity who share knowledge about the activity in order to increase expertise 
and solve problems (…) It recognizes learning as not just a cognitive process in which a learner 
passively absorbs information delivered by an instructor, but as a social, relational process in which 
knowledge spreads through group interaction and exchange” [6]. Communities of practice fit into the 
context of social learning theory [7], which holds that new behaviors can be acquired by observing and 
modeling others [8]. For Wenger et al., the development of the concept of communities of practice 
argues that learning does not depend on the individual, but is a social process that is situated in a certain 
cultural context [9]. Therefore, if we take higher education as the situational and cultural context, we 
understand that it is an area conducive to learning, reinforcing, and valuing behaviors by co-workers. In 
other words, in communities of practice, because the negotiation of learning is the convergence of 
participation and reification, both afford and sustain the kinds of meaning that can be created and the 
kinds of person that participants can become. 

We can ask ourselves what it means to become a person or to create a community of mutual recognition, 
seeking to consider whether society has the political resources to forge a new agreement for social 
justice and social cohesion. As stated in a previous study [10], experience is not a sensation, nor does 
it mean an experienced craftsman; knowledge is born of experience and experiment, but is formalized 
when abstracted from its source of experience. So, the community of practice itself has an important 
intention, to understand what each person is not yet, but has the potential to become, based on 
interactions with their peers. Communities of practice provide a context for sustained professional 
conversations around identified domain and practice issues [11]. 

Foreign to these contexts [12-13], in the case of schools, several authors have supported the 
construction and development of student communities of practice and learning [14-15], and more 
frequently of  teachers, across several disciplines [16], and throughout the entire education system [17], 
[18], sometimes enhanced by digital technologies [19-20]. However, it is in higher education that we find 
more testimonies of the value and impact that these communities provide and spread, especially in 
improving pedagogical performance of the teachers involved [21], and also in the construction of the 
curriculum [22], teaching [23], leadership [24], and learning dynamics [25-26], and in the political 
structures. Overall, faculty learning communities create connections for isolated teachers [27], establish 
networks for those pursuing pedagogical issues, meet early-career expectations for the community 
members, foster multidisciplinary curricula, and begin to settle down community to higher education [28]. 
Indeed, it seems that the increasing growth of these communities in higher education is based on the 
belief that there are benefits to many aspects of practice within a university setting [29], namely in terms 
of innovation and collaborative research [27, 30-31].  

Additionally, teacher identity development within a community of practice makes a valuable contribution 
to the existing base knowledge and current debates and how this can be supported by higher education 
institutions offering teacher training programs. More specifically, professional identity development is 
linked to the importance of a practice community, where joint reflection and action can add value to the 
continued development of any teacher. Anyone in the teaching profession needs to engage in reflexive 
practice when standing in front of a class and putting theory into practice [32]. By understanding one’s 
strengths and areas for further development, a teacher can build self-confidence and develop a 
repertoire of skills and resources that can be mobilized within the school context. These are all objectives 
that can be more easily achieved within communities of practice. Thus, it is legitimate to consider that 
the importance of collaboration within a practice community, where joint reflection and continued action 
is fundamental [33]. More specifically, the way in which teachers engage in reflection and action cycles, 
while assuming joint responsibility for their professional development, in communication with others in 
the field, demonstrates that this participation can result not only in theoretical construction, but also in 
positive changes and continued future practice development. 
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2 METHODOLOGY 
This study is based on the experience of four teachers who attended the Post-Graduation in Higher 
Education Pedagogy, in Portugal. Herein, pedagogical matters were the motto for discussion, allowing 
for a deeper reflection and debate that resulted in renewed professional practices.  

In this sense, the case study methodology is used, theoretically framed by the document of the Joint 
Research Centre of European Commission [34], which describes the success conditions for 
Communities of Practice. According to this guiding document, there are several areas for establishing 
successful conditions: 1) a shared vision, 2) participation and engagement, 3) community knowledge, 
4) trust, confidence and the sense of community, and 5) inclusive communication. Based on these lines, 
the study focused on the teachers’ reality, to understand transversal phenomena while interpreting their 
particular experiences. Moreover, a chronology is made, based on the collection of their testimonies. 
The study describes how some teachers come to constitute themselves as a learning community and 
explains how this path was taken. 

3 RESULTS 

3.1 Becoming a community of practice: a tale in three moments  

3.1.1 The first moment: get together  
The Post-Graduation in Higher Education Pedagogy is an integral part of the strategies of the University 
of Lisbon, Portugal, through its Institute of Education, to expand and develop teaching and learning 
quality, as well as to support teachers’ professional development. In a context of major transformations 
in higher education, of profound social changes that affect all systems of a society, the Post-Graduation 
in Higher Education Pedagogy is a response to the great challenges that institutions and teachers face 
today. Those challenges largely result from the globalization process, international cooperation 
agreements creating the influx of a large number of students to undergraduate and graduate courses, 
coming from distinct school trajectories; the growing demand for the integration of new technologies and 
the movement of students in various learning environments; traffic and speed with which knowledge 
crosses and consolidates. The Post-Graduation is, therefore, targeted at higher education teachers 
receiving candidates from all scientific areas. This training is designed to train competent and humane 
higher education teachers, capable of developing and evaluating their practices; create favorable 
conditions for improving the students learning experience as well as promoting a humane and 
humanizing teaching-learning process. To this end, the Course is organized around two major 
interconnected training domains. Teaching and learning in higher education are centered on the 
teacher's role as a support for student learning; and the Development of professional practice is centered 
on the teacher's role as a subject capable of developing self- and hetero-observation practices, thus 
improving their teaching and assessment methods. The Course includes mandatory Curricular Units 
(Curriculum Planning and Flexibility, learning environments and active learning, workshop on Practice 
Observation and Analysis I, student assessment and feedback, guidance and supervision of academic 
work, workshop on Practice Observation and Analysis II) and optional Curricular Units (Teaching in the 
area of health sciences, Teaching in the area of social sciences, digital technologies in higher education, 
pedagogical coordination, and group management, environments, and devices for distance learning, 
diversity and inclusion, academic writing, supervised professional practices), which are articulated 
vertically and horizontally. 

In a learning exercise, students (who are higher education teachers) were proposed to perform an 
autoscopy regarding their pedagogic practices and teaching styles in the classroom. It seems important 
to revisit these testimonies here, as they mark the beginning of the path of reflection on professional 
practice. 

One statement (testimony 1) refers to the importance given to improving organizational and planning 
skills, which were manifested early on. The vision of the profession anchors the role of the teacher, now 
more mature, who sees the school as a living and solidary institution, at the service of culture and 
knowledge, but also of personal and social growth. At the same time, in the collaboration process, the 
personal competencies are identified, mainly to encourage individual initiative within a binomial 
autonomy/responsibility. As such, pedagogical practices were attentively observed, namely time 
dedicated to class planning, attention to the student (facial expressions, selection of interest and learning 
from shared personal examples and practical exercises, the adaptation of methods, synthesis of 
learning, and selection of classes). 
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The Postgraduate Degree in Higher Education Pedagogy assumes the ability of each teacher to reflect 
on himself, from the visualization he makes of one (or several) classes he teaches. Self-Auscultation 
allows the teacher to identify positive aspects of the class, as well as aspects on which there is room for 
improvement.  

At first, in the context of the first workshop on Practice Observation and Analysis, each teacher is 
challenged to develop this ability to look at himself in a recorded class or tutorial. From the resulting 
autoscopy and from another testimony (testimony 2), we can infer that listening carefully to the recording 
of the tutorial is a necessary exercise to “smooth the edges” in the teaching work and move towards the 
desired transformation of higher education. In the first observation, teachers privileged both the physical 
posture, the tone and rhythm of the voice, and both of each teacher and the students' physical aspect. 
It was also observed the process of active listening, and the feedback given to the students. Both 
students’ “silences” and questions to the teachers and to other students were also observed, allowing a 
superficial analysis of students’ thought processes. The observation of recorded classes further enabled 
the teachers to relive, in a detached position, the time of tutoring, the intensity, and the demand that 
stems from accompanying students who are already in the training of professional exercise. Observing 
that, can emphasize the ability to conduct the tutorial session without major time constraints and 
motivating all students to critically reflect and question. It must also be stressed that there are no major 
obstacles in communication, since having structured sessions and presenting this structure at the 
beginning of the tutoring, students participate with increased interest and dynamism. Also, teachers 
learned that viewing their teaching practice is a starting point for improving personal teaching practices. 
A testimony (2) highlighted some difficulties dealing with the cameras, which took away some 
naturalness. And the question arises: “What would it be like to teach while being observed by a 
colleague, for example, or the curricular unit coordinator?”. The need to improve active listening, without 
rushing the intervention (when a question needs to be formulated), comes to mind and consequently 
interrupts the students' speech.  

Another observed phenomenon when a teacher visualized the tutoring could be described by the 
following testimony: “I felt myself tutoring again as if almost everything was happening at that moment, 
even with the temporal distance since the tutoring took place, even though they were not present in real-
time with the students. There are feelings that I identify as the same I experienced the day the tutoring 
took place. Viewing the recording made me aware that, for the metamorphosis in teaching to happen, 
there are questions that could have been asked and were not, and unnecessary questions that were 
asked” (testimony 2). 

3.1.2 The second moment: reflecting, observing, discussing, and publishing 
Peer observation experiences, reflection, discussion challenges, collaboration, and suggestions for 
assisted classes improved confidence building and made collaborative work in learning as natural. This 
enabled what Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner [35, p. 13] referred to: "learning as a journey through 
a landscape". In the authors' words, "learning is not merely the acquisition of knowledge. It is becoming 
a person who inhabits the landscape with an identity whose dynamic construction reflects our trajectory 
through that landscape. This journey within and across practices shapes that we are. Over time it 
accumulates memories, competencies, key formative events, stories, and relationships to people and 
places. It also provides material for directions, aspirations, and projected images of ourselves that guide 
the shaping of our trajectory going forward”. 

The understanding that collaboration does not always involve evaluation was a necessary step to 
strengthen confidence among participants. Peers helping peers, which includes teachers visiting each 
other’s classrooms on a regular basis to observe, take notes, and discuss their observations with the 
visited teacher, improves awareness and allows practice transformation for both parties. This becomes 
possible when peer feedback is authentic, realistic, respectful, and helpful, facilitating the reflection and 
followed by improvement and change of pedagogical practices, based on trust and commitment. 
According to Hord & Sommers [17, p. 15] “this dimension is likely to be the last to develop because of 
the history of isolation most teachers have experienced”. 

In this context, several topics were addressed in regular meetings, which took place in person or by 
online meeting, at the university, in public spaces, or at each member's home. The results of these 
reflections and discussions were transformative. In the foreground, scientific production stands out. Here 
are some of the published works produced after the reflection and discussion in the practice community: 

• Ph.D. supervision: doctoral students’ perceptions, expectations and needs 
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• Interdisciplinary class observation in higher education: lessons learned from a professional 
development experience of four teachers. 

• Problem-based learning in a flipped classroom: a case study for active learning in legal education 
in international law 

• Pedagogical guidance: study on the perceptions, expectations and needs of doctoral students 

• Interdisciplinary observation as a contribution to personal and professional development 
• Pharmaceutical Sciences and Graduate Education: current and future challenges 

In order to have a more consistent view of the stages this learning community has experienced a 
chronology is presented in the following figure. 

 
Figure 1. Chronology of Practice Community actions 

After the first peer observation exercise, it was possible to share the reactions and conclusions in a 
small group about one's own and others' performances. This sharing became the embryo for the 
formation of the practice community. The teachers involved began to worry about giving meaningful 
feedback and receiving ideas and proposals from their peers. The climate of trust generated led to more 
meetings and discoveries.  

As can be seen from the chronology, this was the beginning of a more in-depth reflection on the role of 
each one as a higher education teacher. What would we have learned from an experience? What have 
we to delve into? Support for doctoral students and tutorial follow-up also emerged as a topic of shared 
research. We were interested in deepening these investigations to understand, from theoretical studies 
and common research, the development of the construction of knowledge. 

3.1.3 The third moment: lessons, discoveries, and challenges 
After several months in action, the practice community had achieved great success and is ongoing, 
constituting part of the identity of these higher education teachers. The results – everything that has 
been achieved so far professionally, particularly at the pedagogical and research level, is shown in the 
following table which resumes the current testimony of this community. 

 

1202



 

 

Table 1. Testimonies about Practice Community participation impact 

 Knowledge and 
Information 

Tools and 
Strategies 

Pedagogical 
experience 

Students’ 
assessment and 

feedback 

Testimony 
One 

Although not what I was 
looking for, I did learn a 
few things about veterinary 
anatomy, pharmaceutical 
sciences, and social work. 
This transdisciplinary 
knowledge allowed me to 
look again at learning as 
something new and 
attractive, where the 
teaching format is 
intrinsically linked to the 
given subject. 

The type of work 
proposals for 
students, the different 
ways in which they 
participate in class 
and the structure that 
each one uses to 
delimit knowledge 
were subjects on 
which I was able to 
reflect in more depth. 

I renewed the way of 
teaching, mainly online, 
where I was able to 
introduce active 
learning methods. The 
inclusion of activities 
focused on 
competences and not 
so much on the 
knowledge to be 
acquired was a very 
important step in 
improving my 
pedagogical practice 

I also became more 
flexible in the forms of 
evaluation. The 
attention given to 
different learning styles 
led me to think about 
different 
complementary 
assessment and 
feedback proposals, 
taking into account the 
diversity of students in 
higher education. 

Testimony 
Two 

It allowed me a better 
understanding of other 
disciplinary areas, with 
regard to the curriculum as 
well as teaching 
methodologies, which can 
be adopted in other areas. 
The experience gave the 
enrichment of 
interdisciplinarity 

Improved 
communication 
strategies and 
feedback to students. 
Different 
forms/elements of 
evaluation are thought 
about and considered. 

Thinking and rethinking 
teaching, as a daily 
reason for reflection. 
Greater commitment to 
a self-analysis led me, 
also with the sharing of 
colleagues, to improve 
all the teaching-learning 
processes. 

Adaptation of feedback 
to students, looking at 
the particularities of 
each one. (Re)create 
and think about other 
ways of evaluating. 
Greater attention and 
motivation to the 
creative potential of 
each student. 

Testimony 
Three 

The whole process is an 
enrichment experience 
both at the professional 
and personal level. The 
acquisition of new 
knowledge not only 
increases my general 
knowledge but also can be 
used in classes. Many 
strategies used by others 
can indeed be easily used 
transversally. 

Implementation of 
new pedagogical tools 
adapted to each 
audience. Clarify in 
each class what are 
the objectives and 
expected outcomes. 

It created awareness 
into my teaching 
practices. A reflection 
process prior to the 
implementation of any 
class or teaching 
process. 

Major focus in the 
students learning 
success, which implied 
a shift in the evaluation 
process. Namely by 
providing feedback 
throughout the learning 
process that eventually 
could replace a final 
exam. 

Testimony 
Four 

The community allows me 
to share my experiences 
and difficulties and acquire 
new and sometimes 
unexpected views on 
several subjects. The 
inputs gathered from other 
disciplinary areas are often 
refreshing and quite useful. 
Also, to see myself through 
foreign eyes allowed me, a 
new teacher, a more 
confident approach. 

Implementation of a 
formal structure in the 
organization of my 
classes and an 
improved 
communication with 
the students regarding 
class objectives. 

A conscientious effort in 
analysing each class, 
reflecting not only on 
student perceived 
understanding of the 
subject but also on what 
can be improved for the 
next class. 

Implementation of 
some strategies to 
diversify student 
evaluation, with the 
ultimate goal to achieve 
a more holistic 
continuous evaluation. 

Once established, the monthly discussion group, accompanied by socializing, was well attended to. The 
biggest barrier to participation was not self-motivation, but individual schedules that could prevent 
attendance. However, meetings were always adjusted to allow everyone’s attendance. After these 
couple of years of community activity, a list of scientific productions, which resulted from the meeting’s 
many emerging discussions, remains available for consultation and reflection. The interactions between 
all the participants drove the development of new research skills, organization of data and information, 
reflection, and academic writing, along with improvement of pedagogical practices. Host or organizing 
one of the social events in this community became itself a self-motivator for individuals to discover and 
share new ideas or scenarios for the overall learning and benefit of the community.  
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A notable result of this turnover was the variation of topics related to teaching and learning in higher 
education that was introduced, always focusing on pedagogical practices. It was possible, through the 
interdisciplinarity of the areas of origin of each participant, an expansion of understanding and 
knowledge in face of the complexities of other people's subjects. At the same time, all participants 
considered they experienced a deepening of self-awareness in the field of pedagogical practice. When 
researching relevant topics, new avenues of investigation were opened, providing several readings and 
discussions about the self-awareness of each one in the role of a higher education teacher. 

4 DISCUSSION: PRACTICAL STRATEGIES FOR ENGAGEMENT 
Along with networks, projects, conversations, and relationships, communities of practice are ways to 
forge new learning partnerships, create new capabilities, and enable new pedagogical identities, in order 
to transform practice [35]. This transformative action is a consequence of will, diversity of voices, and 
differences, where power is diluted by peer relationships but is reinforced by the sharing and 
reconfiguration of professional identity. The participants of this community of ideas were found to be 
more capable of self-reflection and, therefore, of innovation and of flexibilization of ideas. All the 
participants who take this risk and cross disciplinary boundaries, do so based on the common trait – the 
aim to enhance higher education pedagogy. Breaking pre-established borders allows the emergence of 
new capacities and competencies, new possibilities of action, which are supported by sharing. It is 
legitimate to conclude that, despite focusing on a case, this study can inspire other higher education 
teachers to overcome barriers of isolation and seek peers with whom they can share concerns, ideas, 
strategies, and pedagogical practices. 

In summary, and according to the literature [34], we can list some characteristics of this community of 
practice that have ensured its success: 

- Shared vision 
- Participation and engagement 
- Community knowledge retention and circulation 
- Trust, confidence and the sense of community 
- Inclusive communication 

Finally, what kind of recommendations can we leave for other teachers to try these strategies? We 
believe that building and maintaining a community of practice is not simple. It is, however, very 
rewarding. The personal investment that each participant makes, when trusting their peers with both 
doubts, and hesitations, but also goals, and achievements, will create the basis for the authenticity of 
relationships. 

What benefits do we point out as evident? From these shares, all stakeholders gain - the teachers who 
grow professionally, as it is within their power to improve with the help and support of peers, but also 
the institution, which benefits from its scientific production and the pedagogical improvements 
implemented, as well as the students, recipients of qualitative changes. So, how to build commitment to 
pedagogical practice in higher education? The commitment is made on a joint path, with the share of 
not only good moments, but also with less good. Believing that by being part of a group we can 
encourage and be encouraged, in a pendulum movement of giving and receiving, and ultimately benefit 
emotional, personal, and professionally, which contributes to meaning and purpose of the educational 
mission in which we participate. 

5 CONCLUSIONS 
Collaborative learning processes require time, trust, and commitment, as well as persistence and 
resilience. Higher education teachers are not always willing to think about their pedagogical practice 
and this path is more difficult if done solo. The journey reported here is a testimony to the successful 
experience of communities of practice. Yet, it should be highlighted that this work relies on the voice of 
a reduced number of informants, so many other studies need to be done on this matter. Although limited 
conclusions can be taken out from these results, as well as from their meaning and implications, 
research with such results can be considered an inspirational example. The present study revealed that 
the challenges faced in teaching and curricular construction, in the design of tasks and activities or the 
assessment, were enriched from perspectives from different disciplinary areas towards a better teaching 
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and learning processes. This corroborates current literature mentioning the advantages and benefits of 
learning communities as infrastructures for collaborative learning. 
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