
RED COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE  
A Tip Sheet from Revolutionizing Engineering Departments 
(RED) Participatory Action Research 

T heÊworkÊofÊacademicÊchangeÊmakersÊisÊo enÊframedÊasÊanÊeffortÊthatÊcreatesÊimpactÊonÊstakeholders,Ê
suchÊasÊstudents,Êfaculty,ÊandÊothers,ÊinÊtheÊformÊofÊnewÊcurricula,ÊrevisedÊdepartmentalÊprac ces,Êetc.Ê

Addi onally,ÊasÊaÊresultÊofÊtheirÊonÊNa onalÊScienceÊFounda onÊREDÊprojects,ÊREDÊprojectÊteamÊmembersÊal-
soÊexperienceÊaÊposi veÊimpactÊthroughÊtheirÊpar cipa onÊinÊaÊcommunityÊofÊprac ceÊ(CoP).ÊAÊcommunityÊofÊ
prac ceÊisÊdefinedÊbyÊWengerÊasÊfollows: 

Communi esÊofÊprac ceÊareÊgroupsÊofÊpeopleÊwhoÊshareÊaÊconcernÊorÊpassionÊforÊsomethingÊtheyÊdoÊ
andÊlearnÊhowÊtoÊdoÊitÊbe erÊasÊtheyÊinteractÊregularly.Ê(WengerÊ2011) 

MoreÊthanÊjustÊaÊcollec onÊofÊindividualsÊwhoÊpossessÊaÊsharedÊinterest,ÊaÊcommunityÊofÊprac ceÊisÊcharacter-
izedÊbyÊseveralÊdis nctÊfeatures:ÊÊtheyÊareÊprac oners;ÊtheyÊdevelopÊaÊsharedÊrepertoireÊofÊresourcesÊ(suchÊ
asÊexperiences,Êstories,Êtools,ÊwaysÊofÊaddressingÊrecurringÊproblems)ÊthatÊrepresentÊtheirÊsharedÊprac ce;Ê
andÊtheyÊdevelopÊtheirÊcommunityÊoverÊ meÊandÊasÊaÊresultÊofÊsustainedÊinterac onÊ(WengerÊ2011).ÊThisÊTipÊ
SheetÊfocusesÊonÊtheÊfeaturesÊofÊtheÊCoPÊthatÊREDÊteamÊmembersÊengageÊwith,ÊandÊarguesÊforÊtheÊbenefitsÊofÊ
establishingÊaÊCoPÊinÊanÊacademicÊchangeÊproject.ÊThisÊTipÊSheetÊusesÊresearchÊfindingsÊresul ngÊfromÊfocusÊ
groupÊdiscussions,ÊconferenceÊcalls,ÊandÊaÊsurveyÊwithÊtheÊNa onalÊScienceÊFounda onÊREDÊgrantees.ÊContactÊ
usÊatÊgrp_redpar@rose-hulman.eduÊforÊaddi onalÊinforma on. 

AsÊmembersÊofÊtheÊREDÊConsor um,ÊREDÊteamÊmembersÊinteractÊthroughÊregularÊonlineÊdiscussionsÊandÊanÊ
annualÊconsor umÊmee ng.ÊThroughÊtheseÊinterac ons,ÊREDÊteams,ÊlocatedÊacrossÊtheÊcountryÊandÊspanningÊ
mul pleÊdisciplines,ÊlearnÊaboutÊtheÊworkÊofÊotherÊteamsÊandÊadoptÊnewÊprac cesÊintoÊtheirÊownÊprojects.Ê
TheÊREDÊCoPÊhasÊalsoÊresultedÊinÊcollabora onsÊandÊpartnershipsÊbetweenÊteams,ÊthusÊprovidingÊopportuni-
esÊforÊteamsÊtoÊleverageÊtheirÊworkÊandÊexpandÊtheirÊinfluence.ÊForÊexample,ÊoneÊsuchÊcollabora onÊresult-

edÊinÊaÊprojectÊfocusedÊonÊdiversity/equity/inclusion.ÊFinally,ÊmembersÊofÊtheÊREDÊCoPÊconductÊtheirÊinterac-
onsÊasÊcolleaguesÊwithÊaÊgoalÊofÊproducingÊmutualÊbenefitÊforÊallÊmembers.ÊOverall,ÊourÊanalysisÊofÊtheÊREDÊ

CoPÊsuggestsÊaÊwayÊtoÊunderstandÊtheÊimpactÊofÊtheÊREDÊprogramÊonÊtheÊteamÊmembersÊwhoÊpar cipateÊinÊ
itsÊCoP. 

Adoption and Learning through the CoP 
TheÊresearchÊdataÊcollectedÊwithÊREDÊteamsÊsuggestsÊthatÊteamÊmembersÊlearnÊthroughÊtheirÊinterac onsÊasÊaÊ
CoP,ÊandÊtheirÊlearningÊcanÊleadÊtoÊtheÊadop onÊofÊinnova veÊprac cesÊdevelopedÊbyÊotherÊteams.ÊInÊaddi-
on,ÊtheÊREDÊteamÊmembersÊcanÊbrainstormÊideasÊinÊaÊsafeÊenvironmentÊwhereÊothersÊshareÊsimilarÊconcernsÊ

andÊinterests.ÊAsÊaÊresult,ÊteamÊmembersÊcanÊbenefitÊfromÊdevelopingÊideasÊandÊobtainingÊfeedbackÊpriorÊtoÊ
implementa onÊofÊtheirÊideas.ÊTheÊCoPÊalsoÊprovidesÊaÊspaceÊthatÊencouragesÊsharingÊofÊideasÊsoÊotherÊteamÊ
membersÊcanÊadaptÊthemÊtoÊtheirÊownÊcontexts,ÊthusÊaccelera ngÊideaÊtransferÊandÊreducingÊworkload. 

TIP:  Consider establishing a CoP early in the life of your academic change project and highlight the benefits of a 
CoP to both prospective team members and potential partners. The CoP provides access to diverse thinkers and 
individuals with a wide range of experiences from different disciplines. 

“InÊtheÊ[REDÊConsor umÊmee ng]ÊwithÊsocialÊscien sts,ÊweÊgetÊtoÊdealÊwithÊchallengesÊthatÊothersÊ
areÊalsoÊdealingÊwithÊusingÊtheÊsameÊconcepts.ÊItÊisÊniceÊtoÊbrainstormÊwithÊothersÊwhoÊcanÊrespondÊ
andÊsay,ÊhaveÊyouÊthoughtÊofÊthisÊtheory,Êetc.” 



Support and Collegiality within the CoP 

Finally,ÊweÊseeÊimportantÊsupportÊandÊcollegialityÊemergingÊinÊtheÊcontextÊofÊtheÊREDÊCoP.ÊTheÊCoPÊpro-
videsÊbenefitsÊthatÊwereÊnotÊspecificallyÊexpectedÊwhenÊweÊbeganÊourÊworkÊwithÊREDÊteams,ÊandÊnotÊallÊ
REDÊteamsÊexperienceÊtheseÊbenefitsÊtoÊtheÊsameÊdegree.ÊForÊtheÊREDÊteamsÊonÊtheÊwhole,Êhowever,ÊtheÊ
CoPÊoffersÊimportantÊsupportÊthatÊcanÊmakeÊtheÊworkÊofÊacademicÊchangeÊmoreÊmanageableÊandÊproduc-
ve.ÊAÊREDÊteamÊmemberÊinterviewedÊaboutÊtheirÊCoPÊprovidedÊtheÊfollowingÊinsight:Ê 

“There’sÊaÊlotÊofÊbrainÊwealth,ÊforÊlackÊofÊaÊbe erÊphrase,ÊinÊtheseÊgroups,ÊandÊIÊwouldÊabsolutelyÊ
suggestÊreachingÊout,ÊyouÊknow,Êthere’sÊaÊlotÊofÊexper seÊtoÊbeÊhad.ÊWhetherÊit’sÊthroughÊthatÊ
groupÊorÊthroughÊtheÊsocialÊscien stsÊorÊeduca onÊindividualsÊthatÊareÊassociatedÊwithÊthisÊgroup.Ê
SoÊIÊwouldÊabsolutelyÊsayÊreachÊoutÊtoÊyourÊcolleagues.ÊIÊknowÊthatÊIÊamÊalwaysÊveryÊexcitedÊwhenÊ
anyoneÊfromÊREDÊreachesÊoutÊtoÊme.ÊSoÊIÊamÊextendingÊthisÊtoo,ÊifÊyou’reÊinterested,ÊdefinitelyÊ
reachÊout. 
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Check out other REDPAR Tip Sheets that can help, available at academicchange.org/   

· Communicating Change 

· Creating Shared Vision 

· Creating Strategic Partnerships 

· Forming and Developing  

· Leadership Succession 

· Starting a Change Project 

Collaborations and Partnerships 

ByÊtheirÊveryÊnature,ÊREDÊprojectsÊbringÊtogetherÊteamÊmembersÊrepresen ngÊaÊwideÊrangeÊofÊdisciplines.ÊTheÊ
CoPÊfacilitatesÊcollabora onÊandÊunderstandingÊbetweenÊindividualÊteamÊmembersÊandÊacrossÊREDÊteams,Ê
throughÊopportuni esÊtoÊshareÊresourcesÊandÊadvice,Êpoten allyÊleadingÊtoÊimprovedÊcross-disciplinaryÊunder-
standing.ÊREDÊteamsÊalsoÊseeÊtheÊimportanceÊofÊstrategicÊpartnerships,ÊandÊtheyÊcanÊleverageÊtheÊCoPÊinÊorderÊ
toÊconnectÊandÊbuildÊrela onshipsÊwithÊpeers. 

TIP:  Academic change projects often require collaborators and partnerships in order to be successful. The CoP can 
function as the foundation for these relationships through sharing challenges and highlighting commonalities in each 
other’s work. 

“OnÊtheÊlastÊdayÊ[ofÊtheÊREDÊConsor umÊMee ng],ÊweÊtalkedÊaboutÊaÊspecialÊissueÊinÊaÊjournalÊtoÊhaveÊ
differentÊcohortsÊpublishÊpapersÊonÊaÊvarietyÊofÊtopics,ÊandÊthisÊcouldÊbeÊoneÊtopic:ÊÊhowÊmanyÊofÊusÊareÊ
approachingÊtheÊsameÊproblemÊfromÊdifferentÊanglesÊandÊperspec ves,ÊhowÊareÊeachÊofÊuseÊapproachingÊ
theÊsameÊgeneralÊproblem,ÊhowÊareÊweÊdoingÊdifferentÊassessments?ÊWeÊcouldÊalsoÊpresentÊitÊatÊaÊconfer-
ence.” 


