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ABSTRACT 
In this paper, we describe a group of workshops that were 
developed with the goal to establish a meaningful dialogue 
among university teachers and researchers. This process of 
mutual reflection enabled a deeper understanding of 
teacher's experiences, feelings, achievements and 
difficulties lived by them during the eight months of their 
participation in the community UNAgora. Furthermore, the 
techniques applied in the workshops and the long term 
engagement of the participants in the learning environment 
supported a broad negotiation of meanings and contributed 
to understand the strengths and weaknesses of the design of 
UNAgora. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The workshops described in this paper are part of a PhD 
project which overall aim is to foster an innovation in 
teaching practice of university teachers, through the use of 
innovative pedagogical approaches and information and 
communication technology to enhance learning. The project 
is based on communities of practice as a driving force to 
innovate educational practices [1] and takes place in the 
Universidad Nacional in Costa Rica (UNA).   

The research is informed by a socio cultural perspective on 
human learning and development [9], where learning is 
regarded as a social process. It draws on the relation 
between the concepts of communities of practice, 
information and communication technology, problem 
oriented project pedagogy and teacher professional 
development. The term community of practice comes from 
theories based on the idea of learning as social 
participation.   

 

 

 

 

 

It refers to the process of social learning that occurs when 
people who have a common interest collaborate over an 
extended period to share ideas, values, beliefs, languages, 
and ways of doing things [10].  

Communities of practice have the potential to transform and 
improve teaching practice, providing teachers opportunities 
to learn, share and reflect on aspects related to their daily 
tasks [8]. Additionally the participation in these social 
spaces and the use of technologies in the communication 
and learning processes motivate teachers to learn new 
norms, values and practices  [2]. 

Twenty university teachers are participating in the project. 
They come from five geographically distributed campuses; 
have diverse fields of knowledge and diverse approaches to 
teaching and learning as result of their own professional 
experiences and context. During eight months (March to 
October 2008) teachers have been participating in 
collaborative activities that help them to know each other, 
to develop trust and to improve their pedagogical and 
technical knowledge [3].  The learning environment has 
being designed as a framework for flexible and blended 
learning, regarding teachers as the main agents of their 
professional development, supported by an environment 
rich in challenges and interactions around the philosophy 
and methodologies of problem and project based learning 
[4, 5].  

Given the geographic location of teachers, the community 
of practice (UNAgora) has a strong online component. As 
center of "online meeting" a space was created under the 
Moodle platform (Modular Object-Oriented Dynamic 
Learning Environment). However, in order to create an 
atmosphere of confidence among teachers the design 
considered six face-to-face meetings. Two of them are 
“global” meetings involving all the participant teachers and 
the other four meetings are localized workshop carried out 
in each campus. The workshops discussed in this paper took 
place in the last settings. 

The main aim of the workshops was to reflect with 
participant teachers about their experiences as members of 
the community UNAgora during the period from March to 
September 2008. In a previous analysis of teacher’s 

 



experience based mainly in the produced online dialogue 
we found it important to address four themes: community 
formation, identity trajectory, the experiences of the 
innovation and the design process. The analysis of these 
topics with teachers begins a process of mutual reflection 
and self-designs in the community. The four workshops 
have duration of about three hours and were totally audio 
recorded and partially video recorded. 

 

Workshop#1: Community formation 

The purpose of this workshop was to reflect and negotiate 
with the participants about the concepts and characteristics 
of communities of practice and to discover how well or not 
these concepts are present in UNAgora. 

Two teachers and two researchers participated in the 
workshop. After a brief introduction we asked the 
participants to write in a card the main features of their 
teaching culture and then build a metaphor of their 
experience in UNAgora using Lego bricks. Through the use 
of modeling, the Lego bricks can take on meanings and can 
embody abstract concepts, thus concretizing formal 
elements that can otherwise be difficult to comprehend [7]. 

Teachers worked together building diverse components 
during 20 minutes and later on they explained the diverse 
elements present in their representation. In order to relate 
their metaphor of UNAgora,  the concept of community of 
practice  and teachers’ culture, the researchers introduced 
the main elements of a Community of practice: domain, 
community and practice [10] and asked the teachers to 
identify these concepts in their representation (Figure 1).  

 

 
Figure 1. The metaphor of UNAgora 

This process allowed teachers negotiate among them 
different meanings and to discuss about the culture of 
sharing, collaborative learning, feelings of belonging and 
modes of identification as well as diverse types of learning 
obtained in the community, the innovation process, the 

influence of the technology and the role of the community 
in their motivation to innovate their practice. 

 

Workshop #2: Identity trajectory 

Our goal in this workshop was to discuss with teachers their 
learning trajectory in UNAgora and its influence in their 
teacher identity. Three teachers and two researchers were 
the participants in this workshop.  

As an initial motivation and source of inspiration we started 
the workshop listen a short story. Then, we asked teachers 
to make a drawing representing their learning trajectory in 
the community. They used papers, pencils, stickers and 
picture cards. Also we bring a list of words (aptitude, 
attitude, identity, participation, collaboration, language, 
responsibility, change, values, feelings, expectations, 
difficulties,…) that teachers can consider when construct 
their story.  

Teachers worked individually during 30 minutes in this 
process and later on they share with the rest of participants 
their stories. With this activity of story making and story 
telling, teachers place themselves in a position to make 
sense of their experience considering cultural, social, 
technological and personal aspects. We used their stories to 
talk about changes in identity, adoption of new language, 
empowerment to transform teaching practice and learning 
and development of new competences. 

 

 
Figure 2. A learning story 

 

Workshop #3: Experiences about the innovation 

As part of their participation in UNAgora teachers have to 
design, implement and evaluate an innovation in their 
classrooms. These innovations are mainly related with the 
introduction of information and communication technology 
in the learning process. The aim of this workshop was to 



explore with teachers their experience as well as student’s 
response. 

Six teachers and two researchers participated in this 
workshop, and it consisted of two activities. First, each 
teacher designed a pair of glasses that represent their 
different perspectives of understanding their innovation 
process. As second activity, we asked them to tell their 
experience through drawings using the following questions 
as a guide:  

� What do I want to change? 
� What I am doing? 
� What impact it has for me as teacher? 
� What is the students’ response? 
� What would I like to continue doing? 

Teachers worked during 20 minutes in the activity and then 
they shared with the rest of participant their experience. 
With this dialogue we were able to understand in a deeper 
way the scope of the innovation, teacher and students 
perceptions about it, the social relationships among teachers 
and the impact of the community in the innovation process. 

 

 
Figure 3. An innovation experience 

 

Workshop #4: Design process 

Three teachers and one researcher participated in this 
workshop. The main purpose was to evaluate the design of 
UNAgora. We asked teachers to consider themselves as 
designers and use their experience of seven months as 
members of UNAgora to design a community for the Sede 
Brunca. This campus is constituted by two sub-campuses 
with 200 km of distance between them. In the design they 
should consider: 

� Purpose of the community 
� Teacher’s culture 
� Different types of roles 
� Structures of participation (tasks, spaces, 

organization) 
� Social relationships 

� Collaborative work 
� Learning agenda 
� Technological platform 

Teachers worked together during 60 minutes in the activity. 
This process allowed them negotiate different meanings 
about issues as the desired profile of the participants, 
selection process, online and face-to-face communication, 
strategies to foster participation, institutional support, group 
work, integration of new-comers, role of the old-comers 
and distribution of leading and supporting roles. In 
addition, the workshop opened an important dialogue 
among teachers and researcher in order to develop a 
growing strategy for the community. 

 
Figure 4. The outcome of design 

 
FINDINGS 
In this paper, we have described four different workshops 
used as a way to construct knowledge among university 
teachers and researchers. We are just in the middle of 
analyzing the outcome from the workshops. However, our 
preliminary findings supports that the different process of 
collaborative construction and dialogue had enabled for 
teachers and researchers a concrete and deeper 
understanding of teachers’ experiences, feelings, 
achievements and difficulties lived by them during the eight 
months of their participation in UNAgora . 
The techniques applied in the workshops and the 
participants long term engagement in the learning 
environment of UNAgora supported a broad negotiation of 
meanings and contributed to understand the strengths and 
weaknesses of the design of UNAgora. Furthermore, the 
workshops have contributed to visualize a strategy for the 
growing of the community.  

The feedback we have received from the teachers who 
participated in the workshops, have been very positive. The 
materials and diverse techniques used in the workshops 
(lego bricks, story telling, drawings) have stimulated an 
innovative and productive dialogue. 

 



PLANS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

Next step is to analyze the workshops. We are going to 
make a hermeneutic reading of the interactions, dialogues 
and products in the workshop [6] in order to identify 
tensions and to inform the second design circle of the 
community UNAgora.  
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