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Second Annual August Lecture
Deeper Learning: How Threshold 
Concepts Can Make It Happen
The Senate Committee on Learning 
and Teaching in partnership with the 
Studio for Teaching and Learning held 
the second annual August Lecture 
for the Saint Mary’s Community on 
August 29th.  Dr. Shelagh Crooks 
(Department of Philosophy) and Dr. Paul 
Muir (Department of Mathematics and 

Computing Science) co-facilitated an 
‘interactive lecture’ where participants 
were able to learn about the connection 
between deeper learning and threshold 
concepts.  Participants were provided 
with the opportunity to engage on ways 
of adapting these learning approaches 

The Rope Bridge at Serinagur (detail), ca. 1800 by Thomas Daniell (1749–1840) Oil on canvas. 
Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection. Public Domain

New faculty members enjoyed a warm 
welcome to our campus community 
on August 28th as Saint Mary’s 
University hosted its annual New Faculty 
Orientation (NFO) event.  As an initiative 
from the Office of the Vice President, 
Academic and Research (VPAR), this 
year’s NFO was designed as part of an 
encompassing, year-long “Passages for 
New Professors” program focused on 
fostering enhanced peer support for new 
faculty members.  

Welcoming our New Faculty
 “This year’s event marks a way forward 
in reconceptualizing our New Faculty 
Orientation day as a positive launching 
step toward the ongoing process of 
learning and personal/professional 
development”, related Saint Mary’s 
VPAR, Dr. Malcolm Butler.  “This process 
involves engaging our Faculties in 
cultivating a collegial community where 
interdisciplinary peer-mentoring can 
flourish”.  

Continued on p 7

As the summer sun has now 
receded into the autumn twilight, 
The Sentinel team extend a 
warm welcome to all members 
of our Saint Mary’s community. 
Contributions in this autumn issue 
reflect back on some seminal 
moments and accomplishments 
in teaching and learning that have 
been achieved over the past several 
months.  These are experiences 
that have been both transformative 
and community building.   They 
are also experiences that are being 
shared with our community in the 
spirit of inspiring new learning 
opportunities for all of us as we 
move forward into the 2018-2019 
academic year.  On behalf of 
The Sentinel team, I encourage 
everyone to embrace what Dr. Paul 
Muir recently described during the 
August Lecture as “the gift of time” 
where these opportunities present 
themselves.  Despite our feelings of 
being “time poor”, engaging in an 
ongoing pedagogical discourse is 
where we can all make significant 
advances in teaching and learning 
at Saint Mary’s and beyond. 

Continued on p 10
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Call for Submissions

Contact Us

studio@smu.ca | 902-420-5081

About The Studio for 
Teaching & Learning
The Studio provides teaching and 
learning support for the Saint Mary’s 
community through the following 
programs and departments:

Educational Development
Technologies for Learning
Curriculum Development and 
Program Review
Academic Literacies and 
Communication
Intercultural Development and ESL 
Support
Student Academic Learning Support

The Studio's services are available for 
faculty, students, and staff from across 
campus. We also provide training and other 
professional services for community clients.

Dr. Jacquie McDonald is a Higher 
Education Community of Practice 
consultant who has previously worked 
for over 26 years as a Learning and 
Teaching Designer at the University 
of Southern Queensland (USQ) 
Australia, designing online 
and distance learning 
courses and programs. 
Since 2006, she has 
led the successful 
implementation of 
“Communities of 
Practice” (CoPs) at 
USQ, which was an 
initiative recognized 
by a 2009 Australian 
Universities Quality 
Agency (AUQA) 
commendation 
and 2009 Australian 
Learning and Teaching 
Council (ALTC) Citation. 
She has also led a number of 
institutional and national fellowships 
and grants to research and provide 
resources for leadership of CoPs. She 
is a member of the Australian Learning 
and Teaching Fellows (ALTF) Alumni, 
and has been invited by national and 
international universities to facilitate 
workshops and contribute to various 
other CoP-based initiatives. Sentinel 
editor, William Kay, was offered the 
opportunity to spend some time with Dr. 
McDonald this past summer in Halifax 
to engage in a conversation about her 
work in organizing and facilitating post-
secondary CoPs.

How did you become interested and 
personally involved in CoPs?

I ‘discovered’ Etienne Wenger’s Community 
of Practice work during my PhD research 
which examined the role of online 
discussion forums in supporting learning 
in higher education. At that time, I was 
designing and teaching in the first USQ 
offering of an online Master of Education 
program and researching into the process of 
knowledge sharing and generation among 
course participants. While CoPs are all 

about learning, some of the initial application 
interest was focused on the ‘novice to 
expert shift’ within specific knowledge 
domains.  In this capacity, CoPs were seen 
as a way of sharing tacit knowledge within 
larger organizations. I was researching 

how, or if, this was happening 
through online discussions. 

Once I became immersed 
in the literature, I realized 

that CoPs could be 
cultivated to support 
learning and teaching 
at USQ.

Was there an ‘ah 
ha’ moment when 
you felt that CoPs 

could really have 
some traction in the 

higher educational 
landscape?

I was working with a faculty 
colleague redesigning a business course 
that was one of the core courses that all 
first-year business students were required 
to complete during their program. After a 
lot of conceptualizing around the learning 
activities and assessment strategies, 
we both thought that the educational 
experience for students was much improved 
and considered how this one-off redesign 
process could be shared with other course 
leaders. Reflecting on my PhD research, 
I suggested we could establish a CoP for 
first-year core course leaders in the Faculty 
of Business as a way to build a learning 
community, share practice, and increase 
our learning and teaching knowledge within 
this particular practice field. In 2006, we 
established our first “USQ Community of 
Practice” and the journey has since grown 
from that foundational CoP.

The literature I have reviewed indicates 
that CoPs began to resonate very 
strongly within the Australian higher 
education system around 2010-
2012.  Was there anything culturally 
or contextually unique happening in 
Australia at that time for CoP theory to 
have begun to make such an impact?

Community Engagement in 
Higher Education:
A Conversation with Honorary Associate 
Professor, Dr. Jacquie McDonald, University 
of Queensland (USQ), Australia
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Funding from the Australian Government 
through the Australian Learning and 
Teaching Council (ALTC) provided a national 
focus for the enhancement of learning and 
teaching in Australian higher education 
providers. In early 2012, it was replaced by 
the Office of Learning and Teaching (OLT). 
These two government initiatives have 
provided funding for competitive grants for 
learning and teaching initiatives and I was 
successful in winning an ALTC 2010-2012 
Fellowship.  I was also a co-lead for a 
2010-2012 Office of Learning and Teaching 
(OLT) Leadership Project entitled Identifying, 
Building and Sustaining Leadership 
Capacity for Communities of Practice in 
Higher Education which investigated and 
continues to provide leadership resources 
for CoPs. These two projects enabled 
me to promote and work with academics 
implementing CoPs across Australia. 

There were also changing educational and 
government expectations and student 
demographics that placed additional 
pressure on staff as they were required 
to increase research output, teach 
diverse student cohorts, and deal with 
increasing accountability and productivity 
requirements.  This was all expected while 
academics faced significant reductions in 
administrative support.  These changes to 
the traditional autonomy of academic staff, 
away from what is retrospectively viewed 
as a ‘collegial’ past and towards a more 
managerial and commercial entity (Probert 
2014), has changed academic ‘ways of 
working.’ Faced with reduced government 
funding, Australian universities have 
become corporatized; viewing students as 
customers, implementing cost effective, 
efficiency and output measurements, with 
top down compliance audits. This has 
resulted in an intensification of academic 
work, a decline in collegiality, and feelings of 
alienation and stress. CoPs provide a way to 
reclaim collegial identity and collaborate with 
other passionate educators in this current 
and challenging landscape. 

You’ve been very fortunate in being 
able to work closely with leading social 
learning theorists Etienne Wenger-
Trayner and Bev Wenger-Trayner.  
Can you explain how this relationship 
developed?

I found that Etienne Wenger was very 
generous in responding to my PhD 
email enquiries about CoPs. He strongly 
advocates for, and is a lived example of 
sharing practice. It was quite a different 
experience from my academic context, 
where researchers kept their ideas 
‘secret’ until they could publish. CoPs 

are about sharing practice and jointly 
growing knowledge; not holding onto a 
‘good idea.’ When travelling to the USA 
in 2009, I arranged to interview Etienne 
to explore how CoP theory had evolved 
since the publication of his seminal 1998 
book. Meeting with Etienne and Bev, which 
coincided with my growing conviction 
that CoPs strongly supported Faculty, 
convinced me to find the funds to attend 
several annual BETreat workshops held 
in the home of Etienne and Bev Wenger-
Trayner (wenger-trayner.com/
betreat). These workshops 
are intentionally limited to 
small numbers to ensure 
engaged and intense focus 
on participant CoP activities 
and aspirations, with time for 
social interactions. Our strong 
personal and professional 
relationship has developed 
since that first meeting in 
2009, and I feel very privileged 
to be part of their CoP community. 

You’ve also worked extensively with 
Professor Milt Cox who is a leading 
figure in fostering the concept of 
“Faculty Learning Communities” 
(FLCs).  FLCs have been described by 
Milt Cox as being contextually unique 
CoPs.  Can you describe the difference 
between these different communities in 
a nutshell?

A Faculty Learning Community (FLC) is 
defined as “a voluntary, structured, yearlong, 
multi-disciplinary community of practice 
of around 6-12 participants (8-10 is ideal) 

that includes building community and the 
development of scholarly teaching and 
the scholarship of teaching and learning” 
(Cox et al. 2013, p.1-5). There are two 
types of FLCs: topic-based and cohort-
based. A topic-based FLC has a curriculum 
with a focus on a particular topic that 
addresses an institutional campus challenge 
or opportunity related to teaching and 
learning. Cohort-based FLCs offer the FLC 
experience to a group of academics in the 
same category of career development or 

interest group. In a cohort-
based FLC leadership role, a 
facilitator selects the topic or 
cohort, determines its goals, 
and plans its components. 
FLCs tend to be quite formal 
and have been known at 
times to be institutionally 
mandated. This can lead to 
more ‘top-down’ approaches 
in leadership.

CoPs at USQ have been informed by 
social learning theory, and are described by 
Wenger et al. (2002) as “groups of people 
who share a concern ... and who deepen 
their knowledge and expertise in this area 
by interacting on an ongoing basis ... [As 
they] accumulate knowledge; they become 
informally bound by the value that they 
find in learning together. Over time... they 
become a community of practice” (pp. 
4–5). To retain the integrity of Wenger’s 
(1998) three fundamental CoP elements 
(community, domain of knowledge and 
shared practice), while ensuring members 
had value for time and not attending ‘just 

Continued on p 4

“We are all time poor 
(or time jealous) and 

have to make the 
difficult decision on 

where or how we can 
best commit our time 

to further our personal, 
professional, and even 

institutional goals.”

Sentinel Editor Dr. William Kay 
with Dr. Jacquie McDonald  
at Peggy’s Cove, July 2018
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another meeting’, the three elements were 
used as the organizing agenda framework 
for USQ CoP gatherings. CoPs are usually 
initiated and facilitated by someone who is 
passionate about a particular topic or cohort 
issues, and who invites others to engage 
in the CoP to work together on that focus. 
There is a distributed leadership approach, 
however, the role of the facilitator in 
maintaining CoP energy and focus is crucial. 
Membership is voluntary and members set 
the agenda or focus of the CoP, so they 
have a ‘bottom-up’ approach. Monthly 
gatherings of one to two hours are the 
usual timing, and they are structured by the 
three CoP elements to provide a consistent 
framework for addressing member priorities 
and the sharing of practice. This structure 
has proved to be robust in a range of 
different CoPs and university contexts 
which are effective in building a domain of 
knowledge through invited speakers, the 
enlistment of members who are dedicated 
to shared practice, and the development of 
a community of people that make time to 
engage in the social fabric of learning. 

2017 was obviously a big year for 
you with the publication of two huge 
volumes dedicated to CoPs in the 
higher educational landscape with 
Etienne and Bev Wenger-Trayner 
writing the forward.  Can you describe 
some highlights from the process 
of compiling and editing these two 
significant works in the field of CoP 
engagement and application?

As the outcome of my CoP ‘Social Learning 
Leaders Fellows’ program with Etienne and 
Bev was not well documented, planned 
publication of the edited CoP books began 
in 2013. I knew there were some existing 

CoPs and expected a small but significant 
response to my call to contribute chapters 
for such a book. I was pleasantly surprised 
and confident of the value of higher 
education CoPs when 69 submissions 
demonstrated the impressive scope and 
interest in higher education CoPs. It was an 
intense amount of work, editing, reviewing 
and preparing proof-ready copies of what 
turned out to be two companion volumes 
of material.  Since sharing a joint enterprise 
with like-minded colleagues is how I best 
achieve my goals, a particular highlight 
of this project included collaborating 
with my co-editor, Aileen Cater-Steel. I 
expect this is why I’m so passionate and 
comfortable working with communities. 
Another highlight is the amazing scope and 
impact of the documented CoPs, and the 
creation process of developing national 
and international contacts as the editorial 
process unfolded. 

Is there any parting advice you can 
pass onto our Saint Mary’s University 
Faculty in relation to building and 
sustaining CoPs in their professional 
contexts?

We are all time poor (or time jealous) and 
have to make the difficult decision on 
where or how we can best commit our 
time to further our personal, professional, 
and even institutional goals. I firmly believe 
that engaging in CoPs is an effective way 
to enhance and inform your learning and 
teaching practice, and provide the pleasure 
and excitement of sharing that journey with 
like-minded colleagues. I’ll leave you with 
a quote from one of our 2006 founding 
members, who is still a very active CoP 
advocate. “When I was first invited as a 
fairly cynical, jaded and tired cores course 
leader, the idea of another two-hour 
meeting was not one that I was enamoured 

with” (McDonald et al. 2008). There was 
a complete change of attitude, when, a 
year later, the member bounced into a CoP 
meeting saying “I love Communities of 
Practice – I know I’m not alone.” 

Dr. McDonald’s recent publications 
include 2017 co-edited books, 
Communities of Practice: Facilitating 
Social Learning in Higher Education, and 
Implementing Communities of Practice 
in Higher Education: Dreamers and 
Schemers.  Both of these publications 
are featured this month in the Sentinel’s 
“On the Shelf” recommended reading 
section on page 9.
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The Senate Committee for Learning and teaching and The Studio for Teaching and 
Learning are pleased to promote a Community of Practice (CoP) focused on exploring 
innovations in university learning and teaching for full-time and part-time faculty members.

The next sessions will be held on the following Friday afternoons: 
November 2  CLARI (AT340) 1:00-2:30pm (with afternoon coffee/tea)
December 7  CLARI (AT340) 1:00-2:30pm (with afternoon coffee/tea)

The primary purpose of these CoP sessions is to access expertise and encourage 
mutual engagement within the Saint Mary’s University teaching community. All sessions 
foster collegial discussions and a sharing of ideas.

Please come out and join us in this engaging experience!

Contact The Studio at studio@smu.ca to register for the November 2 session.

with Nicole Conrad, Paul Muir, & Will Kay

Exploring Innovations in University Learning and Teaching: 

A Community of Practice

Continued from p 3
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After a one-year hiatus, the University 
of Prince Edward Island (UPEI) Faculty 
Development Summer Institute (FDSI) 
on Active Learning was once again 
hosted in Charlottetown, PEI, during 
July 23-26.  25 faculty participants, 
mostly from the Atlantic region, 
attended this year’s event. The UPEI-
based FDSI facilitator “triumvirate” 
included Dr. Shannon Murray (English 
Literature), Dr. Etienne Cote (Veterinary 
Medicine), and Dr. Brian D. Wagner 
(Chemistry).

This was Dr. Cote’s third FDSI; his 
second serving as a facilitator following 
his first experience as a participant. 
“What I saw during this year’s FDSI 
was a willingness for participants 
to be human, and to be fallible” Dr. 
Cote related. “Participants exhibited 
a willingness to speak honestly and 
tackle some of the real barriers to 
effective teaching in our 2018 classroom 
contexts.  This made for a rich peer-
learning experience”.

The Senate Committee on Learning 
and Teaching (SCoLT) in partnership 
with the three respective Faculties at 
Saint Mary’s has a tradition of securing 
funds to support up to three faculty 
members to attend the FDSI.  SCoLT 
Chair, Dr. Tatjana Takseva (Department 
of English Language and Literature), 
explains the rationale for this support: 
“The SCoLT committee, in long-
standing collaboration with each of 

the three Faculties on campus, has 
been providing this support in order 
to encourage and sustain meaningful 
conversations among colleagues about 
best practices in the classroom,  as well 
as to provide opportunities for faculty 
to renew their enthusiasm for teaching 
and learning as the defining 
features of our profession.”

Saint Mary’s scholars, Dr. 
David Gauthier (Geography 
and Environmental Studies) 
and Dr. Gang Liu (Math 
and Computer Sciences), 
attended this year’s FDSI 
and offered the following 
reflections:

Dr. David Gautier

Over the four days, the 
workshop was subdivided into 
four major sessions. The first 
session was an evening welcome reception 
in which participants were introduced to 
each other and explored their respective 
reasons for taking the course. The following 
three core workshop days focused on the 
following overarching themes:  motivation & 
creativity, process & action, and evaluation 
& assessment.  

The emphasis of the program on active 
learning requires that participants be willing 
to learn more about such techniques 
and also be prepared to examine how 
they can best be used in classroom 
and lab situations. In fact, the final 

workshop exercise was for participants 
to each produce an action plan for further 
development of their interactive teaching 
techniques.

The wide diversity of backgrounds 
among the 25 participants lent strength 
to the learnings of the program as the 

members were able to draw 
from their own experiences in 
discussing the efficacy of the 
various techniques. In terms of 
university teaching experience, 
the participants ranged from 
1-2 years of teaching up to 
30+ years. I felt that given 
that spread of teaching 
experience, different parts of 
the course were understandably 
more valuable to particular 
participants than others, but the 
overall program offered valuable 
material for all participants. 

I would recommend this institute for all 
faculty members, whether early in their 
teaching career, more mid-career, or even 
for senior faculty looking to reflect and 
recharge.

Dr. Gang Liu 

I was very pleased in receiving the 
opportunity to participate in this year’s 
FDSI.  The classes systematically illustrated 
several teaching techniques, such as 
‘Think-Pair-Share’, ‘Snowball’, ‘Jigsaw’, 
‘Reflection Break’, and ‘One-minute 
Papers’. I realized that these techniques 

Reflections from Faculty Development  
Summer Institute on Active Learning

 “I would 
recommend this 
institute for all 

faculty members, 
whether early in 
their teaching 

career, more mid-
career, or even 

for senior faculty 
looking to reflect 
and recharge.”

- Dr. David Gautier

Continued on p 6

2018 Faculty Development Summer Institute participants in Charlottetown, PEI
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had been developed from numerous 
experienced educators, and found that 
that they are really easy to facilitate in 
the classroom from the perspective of a 
relatively “newbie” university instructor.

I am already utilizing several simple 
techniques that I learned during the 
institute in the classes that I am presently 
teaching. For instance, I have found the 
‘snowball’ activity very effective in having 
students randomly introduce themselves 
and express their opinions. This simple 
technique allows every student the 
opportunity to express themselves and 
to get to know each other.  From my 
own perspective as an English as a 
second language (ESL) learner, I found 
that this activity has been useful for 
me to remember students’ names and 
especially how to pronounce their names 

correctly.  

The ‘One-minute Paper’ is another useful 
and easy-to-deploy technique which I 
discovered during the workshops. This 
technique requires educators to pause 
during the lecture whenever they think 
that an important point needs to be 
reviewed and discussed.  The educator 
posts one or a few relevant questions on 
the blackboard, and then prompts the 
students to write a quick note to address 
the questions. I found this technique not 
only helps students with active learning, 
but it also helps teachers to control 
the rhythm of the class. When I utilize 
‘One-minute Papers’ in my classes now, 
I can also use the students’ notes as 
evidence of their class attendance and 
participation.

In conclusion, I found that the FDSI 
was a very useful workshop not only 

for senior educators to enhance their 
work experience theoretically, but also 
for junior educators to learn practical 
teaching techniques systematically. 

“The 2018 FDSI group was such a 
lovely example of the very things we 
want to promote in our classrooms” 
FDSI facilitator Dr. Shannon Murray 
reflected.  “Participants learned 
from each other, were supportive of 
disagreements, opened themselves 
to new ideas and strategies, and were 
game to try just about anything. When 
I work with a group like this, I have the 
best hope for the future of teaching 
and learning in higher education”. 

The next UPEI FDSI is scheduled 
for the summer of 2020.  Faculty 
interested in participating in future 
UPEI FDSI offerings are encouraged to 
contact the Studio (studio@smu.ca).

Join us in Bergen, the ‘gateway to the fjords’, on October 
24th – 27th, 2018 for the 15th annual ISSOTL conference. 
We will explore how teaching staff, students, educational 
leaders, administrators and community members can 
collaborate to foster a learning culture.

The ISSOTL18 conference theme, Toward a learning 
culture, opens a space for discussions about the 
collegial, cultural, interprofessional and interpersonal 
dimensions of the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning.

The International Conference on 
Immigration, the Dynamics of Identity, and 
Policies for Managing Diversity (profiled 
in the previous issue of The Sentinel) 
was held this past June at Saint Mary’s 
University. This event was successful in 
bringing together more than 200 speakers 
and attendees from around the world to 
address the challenges and best practices 
relating to the management of diversity in 
society. 

Dr. Jean-Jacques Defert related that 
the objectives of the conference were 
plural in: 1) bringing together community 
organizations, scholars and researchers 
from around the world to reflect on best 
practices in relation to immigration in four 
different domains, namely education, 
reception and settlement services, 
health services, and the workforce; 2) 

creating partnerships to promote research 
collaborations with local, national, and 
international community organizations 
and institutions; and 3) providing visibility 
to the new Major and Minor programs 
in Intercultural Studies at Saint Mary’s 
while showcasing our university campus 
environment. 

“In many ways”, Dr. Defert reflected 
post-conference, “the outcomes of the 
conference exceeded our expectations 
thanks, in particular, to the strong support 
we received from Saint Mary’s University, 
as well as the interest and involvement 
of local community partners and local 
and international research groups”. As he 
explained further, “Scholars from a variety 
of disciplines joined local professionals 
which led to fruitful debates throughout 
the conference. Dr. Defert was pleasantly 

surprised that “60% of the participating 
scholars and researchers came from 
other provinces in Canada and beyond, 
with 60% of the presentations delivered in 
French”. 

Among the various comments received, 
attendees shared gratitude for the 
“excellent welcome from the host 
institution” and praised the “great deal of 
variety in the activities organized” which 
included “a good mix of events related 
to cross-disciplinary and cross-sectoral 
interests”. 

On behalf on the conference organizing 
committee, Dr. Defert wishes to take this 
opportunity to acknowledge and thank the 
administration at Saint Mary’s University as 
well as the faculty who volunteered and/or 
presented at the event. Their contributions 
made this event a real success!

SMU Support a Recipe for Conference Success

Continued from p 5

Reflections...
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Deeper Learning (cont.)

in alignment with their own teaching and 
learning contexts.  Dr. Muir described 
this event as offering “each participant 
the gift of time to focus on several 
current questions about teaching 
and learning in higher education”. 
Dr. Crooks and Dr. Muir provide the 
following collaborative reflection of this 
year’s August Lecture from their joint 
perspectives as keynote facilitators.

In one way or another, we have been talking 
about issues in teaching and learning for 
many years, and we have collaborated on 
several scholarly projects in this area.  Most 
recently, we have been pursuing a relatively 
new idea in the education literature on 
curriculum design. This is the idea of the 
“threshold concept”, identified originally in 
research conducted by Meyer and Land 
in 2003. Our particular interest has been 
to understand the connection between 
the teaching of threshold concepts and 
the facilitation of student learning that is 
deep and enduring, as opposed to types 
of learning that are superficial and short-
term. Thus, when we were invited to ‘do’ 
the August Lecture this year, we were 
delighted to take the opportunity to present 
our current thinking on the topic of threshold 
concepts and deeper learning to our faculty 
colleagues, and to hear their feedback and 
reflections.

The workshop focused on 3 questions:

1. What is deeper learning?

2. How do we need to organize 
curriculum to facilitate deeper learning?

3. How do threshold concepts help us to 
make deeper learning happen?

In the first part of the workshop, we 

undertook to illustrate what we mean 
by “deeper learning”.  For this purpose, 
we referenced Bloom’s 
classic Hierarchical Model 
of Learning (Bloom, 1969) 
that describes levels of 
learning starting at the most 
superficial level of learning, 
which is simply a matter 
of memorization, to the 
level which represents the 
“deepest learning”, which 
is the creation of ideas that 
represent new and original 
thinking by the learner. In between these 
two extremes there are levels of learning 
which require learners to engage in critical 
thought (the level of understanding) and 
critical judgment (the level of evaluation). 

This initial part of the workshop concluded 
with a collaborative activity in which the 
participants, working in small groups, 
discussed a number of questions that 
brought a critical perspective to our 
discussion of deeper learning.  One such 

discussion question was: “What do you 
think about the statement, ‘I can’t teach 
my students concepts at a higher level 
of Bloom’s taxonomy because I have so 
many topics that I have to cover.’?”  This 
was a question that proved to generate rich 
discussion amongst the participants.

In the second part of the workshop, we 
asked participants to consider how deeper 
learning can be facilitated in the classroom. 
We argued that deep and enduring 
learning of a given topic in the curriculum 
requires the learner to engage with a topic 
in a critical and evaluative manner. If the 
learners are to do this and move beyond 
memorization to understanding, and even 
perhaps toward creativity, they must be 
given sufficient time to explore the topic.  
Since more time must be spent with each 
topic, fewer topics can be covered. In 

other words, the curriculum 
content must be reduced. 
Figure 1 provides a 
visualization of the 
relationship between the 
amount of content covered 
vs. the subset of that content 
that we can expect to be 
retained by the learner.  
When the amount of content 
is appropriate to allow time 
for it to be learned deeply, 

then we can expect that there will be 
enduring learning of this content.

However, at a certain volume of content, 
we reach a point where the learner will not 
have time to learn the material deeply. The 
learner, at this point, will be forced to learn 
at least some of the content in a more 
superficial way, which leads to a reduction 
in the expected amount of content that 

Figure 1: Content Covered vs Content Retained

Continued from p 1

Continued on p 8

“Our particular interest 
has been to understand 
the connection between 
the teaching of threshold 

concepts and the facilitation 
of student learning that 

is deep and enduring, as 
opposed to types of learning 

that are superficial and 
short-term.”

August Lecture participants 
pairing and sharing



p.8      The Studio Sentinel | Issue 4 | Fall 2018

will be retained. As the volume of content 
increases further, the learner is forced to 
absorb greater amounts of material in a 
superficial way, thus retaining very little of 
it. This implies the need for a significant 
re-thinking of curriculum design. Instead of 
developing curriculum to ‘cover’ or ‘survey’ 
a broad spectrum of knowledge within a 
given discipline, faculty who seek to facilitate 
deeper learning in their students need to be 
engaged in a careful process of discernment 
of which topics within the curriculum really 
matter. 

In the third and final part of the workshop, 
we introduced the idea of “threshold 
concepts”, and argued that these 
concepts provide a way, “in principle”, 
to engage in the process of reducing the 
curriculum content. Threshold concepts 
are characterized, principally, as concepts 
that are both i) troublesome; and ii) 
transformative:

 i) They are troublesome in the sense 
that they highlight an aspect of the deep 
structure of the discipline; a way of thinking 
and inquiry that the students are likely to 
find strange and even counter-intuitive, 
relative to their own pre-existing conceptual 

frameworks. As such they represent a 
bottleneck in learning for the students. 

ii) They are transformative in the sense that 
once understood, a threshold concept 
changes the way a learner thinks about a 
discipline. This new knowledge also results 
in an identity shift, resulting in transformed 
attitudes, values, or understandings. 
Essentially, learners begin to grasp the 
‘big picture’ of the discipline to the extent 
where they are able to ‘think like’ a 
disciplinary specialist; like a philosopher, a 
mathematician, an economist, and so on. 

The process of learning a threshold 
concept can be likened to finding one’s way 
through a maze. While learners are in the 
midst of constructing the transformation 
in their attitudes, perspectives, and 
understanding, there is the notion of being 
in what is known as a “liminal space”. The 
learners have given up on their previous 
understanding, but have not yet figured 
out the new understanding. It is difficult 
and uncomfortable to be in this space, 
but taking the time to work through it 
is essential to the learners’ ability to 
comprehend the threshold concept, and by 
extension, comprehend an important part 
of the discipline that they are studying.  The 
central idea in teaching within the threshold 

concepts framework is that it provides a 
way of “overcoming the stuffed curriculum” 
(Glynis Cousin, 2006). First we identify the 
“jewels in the curriculum” (Meyer and Land, 
2003), and then we focus on teaching these 
topics in a manner which engages the 
students deeply in the learning process.

The final part of the workshop concluded 
with a second collaborative session in which 
we provided some discussion questions for 
the participants to reflect upon envisioning 
themselves teaching a course that focuses 
on threshold concepts while avoiding a 
stuffed curriculum, and considering the 
overarching relevancy of the threshold 
concept framework in their teaching and 
learning contexts. 

The theme for this year’s August Lecture 
evolved from an earlier workshop that 
was conducted by Dr. Crooks and Dr. 
Muir at the 2017 Society for Teaching 
and Learning in Higher Education 
(STLHE)Conference.  The collaborative 
aspect of this interactive workshop 
was intended to emphasize the 
importance of collegial participation in 
thinking about teaching beyond one’s 
own personal experience of teaching. 
Hopefully this event served as a starting 
point for encouraging faculty to work 
collaboratively on an ongoing basis 
within the community of scholars 
interested in the investigation of teaching 
and learning at Saint Mary’s.

Article References

Bloom, B. S. (1969). Taxonomy of 
educational objectives: the classification 
of educational goals: by a Committee 
of College and University Examiners: 
handbook 1. David McKay.

Cousin, G. (2006). An introduction to 
threshold concepts.  Planet, 17(1), 4-5.

Meyer, J., and Land, R. (2003). Threshold 
concepts and troublesome knowledge: 
Linkages to ways of thinking and practicing 
within the disciplines (412-424). Edinburgh: 
University of Edinburgh.

Atlantic Universities’ Teaching Showcase 2018
Engaging Learners Through Experiential and High Impact Practices in Higher Education
Saturday, October 20 | Hayley Institute | Truro

This year’s Teaching Showcase will encourage dialogue about what it means to create real-world learning experiences through high 
impact educational practices. Whether in the context of individual courses, programs or across an entire institution, these practices are 
called high impact because they facilitate learning both within and outside of the classroom, require interactions between students and 
instructors, encourage critical reflection on experience, invite collaboration with diverse peers or members of external communities, 
and provide students with frequent, meaningful and substantive feedback.

Continued from p 7

Dr. Shelagh Crooks and Dr. Paul Muir 
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In the foreword to two current and extensive 
companion volumes on Communities 
of Practice (CoPs) in higher education, 
renowned social learning theorists, Etienne 
and Bev Wenger-Trayner, share the 
contextual analogy that since “Going to 
university is a sign that you are growing 
up”, it would follow that the migration 
of interest in CoPs from business to the 
higher education realm is an indication 
that the CoP “concept” itself “is growing 
up”.  If there is any proof in literature that 
the CoP concept is finally coming to age 
in the higher educational landscape, both 
Communities of Practice: Facilitating 
Social Learning in Higher Education and 
Implementing Communities of Practice in 
Higher Education: Dreamers and Schemers 
provides plenty of evidence in theory and 
application.  

These two companion volumes were 
masterfully compiled and edited by Drs. 
Jacquie McDonald and Aileen Cater-
Steel, both of whom are affiliated with the 
University of Southern Queensland (USQ) 
in Australia and have a lengthy history in 
CoP application and research in their own 
professional contexts.  With the publication 
of these two volumes, Professors McDonald 
and Cater-Steel may have produced the 
most significant contribution to applied 
social learning theory in the field of higher 
education to date.  

The first section of Communities of Practice: 
Facilitating Social Learning in Higher 
Education is dedicated to the underlying 
theoretical positioning and development 
of CoPs in higher education with the other 
three sections exploring encompassing 
issues respectively related to applied 
research, CoP leadership, and avenues 
for sustainable professional development. 
While providing a ready entry route to 
faculty who might be novice to the concept 
of CoPs, this first volume also offers the 
more seasoned CoP practitioners with 
new breadth and insight into current areas 
of applied research and operational CoP 
capacity. 

Implementing Communities of Practice in 
Higher Education: Dreamers and Schemers 
compliments the first volume by offering 
further and current practical case exemplars 
in the higher education landscape. Although 

On the Shelf

the majority of exemplars are situated within 
the Australian higher education landscape, 
most of the strategies and approaches 
followed appear transferable in other higher 
education contexts.  Some of the exemplars 
that might be more globally applied involve 
areas related to building community 
networks, the utilization of technology and 
social learning in online environments, 
and fostering CoP development among 
students. 

Previous published reviews (e.g. Merry, 
2018) have noted the lack of an index as 
being an obstacle for efficiently navigating 
content within both volumes.  Despite this 
accurately identified deficiency, these two 
expansive volumes on CoPs are highly 
recommended readings that can either be 
accessed sequentially, highlighting their 
vast interdisciplinary range, or according 
to specific disciplinary interest. Ultimately, 
both of these volumes feature a tested 
and adaptable conceptual framework 
with successful exemplars of how the 
academe can move forward in breaking 
down silos in embracing more integrated 
and interdisciplinary forms of professional 
community engagement.

Merry, S. (2018). McDonald, J. & Cater-
Steel, A. (eds.) (2017) Communities of 
Practice: Facilitating Social Learning in 
Higher Education. Singapore: Springer. 
Innovative Practice in Higher Education, 
3(2).

Dr. Wendy Carroll (Department of Management),  
recipient of the 2018 Dr. Geraldine Thomas Educational 

Leadership Award.

Teaching Awards

Dr. David Bourgeois (Department of Psychology),  
recipient of the 2018 Reverend William A. Stewart, S.J., 

Medal for Excellence in Teaching.

The Studio Sentinel would like to congratulate this year’s recipients of Saint Mary’s University teaching awards:
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The morning opened with a welcoming 
reception that was facilitated by Dr. 
Butler and Saint Mary’s President Dr. 
Summerby-Murray.   The need for 
fostering a learning-
centred environment in 
supporting the notion of 
teaching and research as 
being complementary and 
integrated components 
was then addressed 
during a session co-
facilitated by Dr. Esther E. 
Enns (Associate Vice-
President, Teaching and 
Learning) and Dr. Adam Sarty (Associate 
Vice-President, Research).  

Later in the morning, a panel of student 
representatives from each of Saint Mary’s 
respective Faculties explored issues 
ranging from student perceptions on 
teaching and learning approaches to 
student expectations related to the role 
of professors as mentors.  “I was glad 

to see the different viewpoints brought 
up by the panelists regarding student 
support, and it was refreshing to see 
the new faculty members engage well 
with the discussions” Saint Mary’s new 
SMUSA VP Academic, Mr. Mahmudar 

Shovon reflected. 
“Hopefully our new 
faculty members were 
able to get a sense of 
the teaching and learning 
environment at SMU and 
the expectations students 
have for an engaging 
class”.

Following a variety of 
afternoon sessions highlighting teaching 
and learning supports and resources that 
are available at Saint Mary’s, participants 
in a peer-led faculty panel shared their 
own perspectives on various teaching 
and learning issues that included 
teaching large classes, implementing 
technology in the classroom, and 
diversity. This panel was the launch of a 

more integrated and community-based 
peer-mentoring program designed 
for new faculty.  Representation on 
the panel included Dr. Wendy Carroll 
(Sobey School of Business), Dr. David 
Bourgeois (Arts), Dr. Sailaja Krishnamurti 
(Arts), and Dr. Clarissa Sitt (Science). “It 
was a rewarding and excellent learning 
experience for me to participate in the 
NFO as part of the mentor support 
program” Dr. Sitt shared. “I was able 
to meet the newcomers and I actually 
learned from their different perspectives 
and questions. I was also able to pick 
up tips and advice from the other peer 
mentors”.

A series of timely workshop and social 
networking events will be introduced 
throughout the year addressing a range 
of themes and issues including classroom 
engagement and academic integrity.

The Studio will regularly update our faculty 
community on events associated with the 
“Passages for New Professors” program 
as they emerge throughout the year.  

Welcoming our New Faculty (cont.)

“It was a rewarding 
and excellent learning 
experience for me to 

participate in the NFO 
as part of the mentor 

support program”  
- Dr. Clarissa Sitt

Continued from p 1

Dr. Malcolm Butler (back row, far left) is joined by new faculty members 
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On behalf of the Saint Mary’s teaching and learning community, the Sentinel would like to congratulate  
the 2017-2018 SMUSA Teaching Excellence Award recipients:

Teaching Excellence 
Award Recipients

Teaching Assistant of the Year Award: 
Bijoy Sarkar

Presented to a student whose work has 
supported the academic environment and 
who has demonstrated a dedication and 
commitment to enhancing the teaching/
learning experience for students as a 
classroom TA, lab assistant, writing center 
tutor, student peer, etc.

Faculty of Science Teaching Excellence 
Award: Dr. Kathy Singfield   
& Dr. Steven Carroll

Presented to a full-time or part-time 
faculty member within the Science Faculty 
who has been deemed by the members 
of the Saint Mary’s University Students’ 
Association to embody qualities and 
characteristics of an excellent educator. 

Faculty of Arts Teaching Excellence 
Award: Dr. Phillip Giles

Presented to a full-time or part-time 
faculty member within the Arts Faculty 
who has been deemed by the members 
of the Saint Mary’s University Students’ 
Association to embody qualities and 
characteristics of an excellent educator.

Faculty of Commerce Teaching 
Excellence Award: Dr. Heidi Weigand

Presented to a full-time or part-time 
faculty member within the Commerce 
Faculty who has been deemed by the 
members of the Saint Mary’s University 
Students’ Association to embody qualities 
and characteristics of an excellent 
educator.

Award for Overall Excellence in the 
Field of Education: Michael Sanderson

Presented to a member of the Saint Mary’s 
Community who has undertaken initiatives 

and/or implemented practices with the 
sole intent of improving the quality of life 

and education for students both in and 
out of the classroom. This person displays 

selflessness and sincerity in dealing with 
students and has positively influenced one 

or many students’ academic careers.







There are only 50 spots available at this 3-day working conference. The event brings 
together teaching professors/researchers from across North America to discuss effective 
ways to increase and maintain student inquiry in our higher education classrooms and 
explore how to help our students to transfer those attitudes and skills to other academic 
learning experiences, the workplace, and beyond.

Since places are limited, we strongly encourage early registration for any SMU 
faculty members who intend to attend.


