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Abstract:

A  team of  five  colleagues  from  higher  education  institutions  all  over  South  Africa  have  been
assembled as an “Enquiry  Group”  for  the Teaching  Advancement  at  Universities (TAU)  2021
programme. As part of our outcomes for the course, we need to produce a “digital artefact” for
submission to the programme conveners next year. This requirement has led to discussion (and
some apprehension) over the nature of the artefact.

Our  group  is  concerned  with  professional  development  (PD)  of  academics,  and  during  our
introductions and conversations, we have realised that we form a small Community of Practice
(CoP) with a keen interest in the critical role of CoPs in PD. We have identified a common thread
between  our  projects,  and  based  on  our  past  experience,  we  feel  there  is  a  great  need  for
understanding of the nature and importance of CoPs in academic environments. We thus want
to  create  a  greater  awareness  of  CoPs  within  our  own  and  other  institutions.  The  Covid19
pandemic has alerted us to the significant benefits of CoPs in supporting all areas of teaching
and learning in HE in South Africa and worldwide.

We explore and reflect, through our artefact, on the effectiveness of CoPs in providing support
under challenging circumstances, and unfamiliar teaching contexts. Our initial visualisation for
our digital artefact or “Communities of Practice Tree” is presented in this poster, for comment
and discussion. The tree was used as a basis as we felt this was a relatable concept that could
be moulded and developed to represent our thoughts and interests.  We also liked the tree as  a
symbol  because  we  felt  we  could  each  be  represented  as  branches,  with  all  our  different
disciplines  shown.  The  trunk  is  fed  and  nourished  by  cultures,  experiences,  practices  and
theories.  The  tree  is  also  a  living  organism  that  adapts  and  changes,  depending  on  its
environment, providing shelter and nourishment to other communities, with a full ecology of its
own.

This artefact thus includes aspects of our projects, our own past experiences and envisioning
of  our  futures,  as  well  as  our  conceptualisation  of  professional  development  within  our  own
contexts. We invite HELTASA colleagues to help us develop this further, so that this becomes
an   even   broader   engagement, and   involves   a   more   diverse   CoP   in   its   creation.

Two questions for further engagement:

1. What is has your experience of communities of practice for professional learning been to
date?

2. What do you imagine your ideal professional learning community of practice to be like?


