A Network of Disciplinary Commons in Computing Education

Project Summary

Paradoxically, teaching is both a public and a solitary occupation. It is public, in that most of our time as teachers is spent interacting with students. Yet it is solitary in that there is rarely another teacher in the classroom. And it is rarer still to discuss, analyze, and share the details of the courses that we teach with someone else teaching the same course, facing the same challenges, struggling with the same tasks. Our first goal in this project is to transform that solitude into community. We propose to establish four Disciplinary Commons: groups of educators, from diverse institutions within a geographic region, who teach the same computing course. Building on a model that has been piloted on a smaller scale in the United Kingdom and in the United States,these teachers will meet together regularly for over a year.

But meetings are not enough to build community. In addition, the teachers within each Disciplinary Commons will have a common task related to the course that they all share: they will each prepare a detailed portfolio describing their own teaching of the course, critique each other’s portfolios, and visit each other’s classrooms. This combination of critical self-examination and peer review will help them understand their own teaching, identify places where innovation and change are needed, share what works, borrow from others, and see their own teaching in the context of a broad range of possibilities. 

Finally, we have a third, larger goal: to establish a new scholarship of teaching within computing educationby modeling a rigorous, peer-reviewed forum to describe what we do when we teach comparable to the journal article or conference paper.. 

Intellectual Merit:  The Commons will advance knowledge and understanding within computing education in two ways. First, it will produce exemplary materials within specific subfields of the computing discipline in the form of multiple, evaluated portfolios. Second, and more important, it will build a community of reflective (and communicating) practitioners, whose interactions will lead to improvements in the teaching and learning in the discipline; more generally these communities will promote a scholarship of teaching, involving public evaluation and review of teaching materials and approaches. The combination of instructors working collaboratively on pedagogy and the public availability and review of multiple portfolios has the potential to transform  the teaching and learning of computer science. The project is grounded in the theories of Dewey , Schön. and Shulman, and empirically grounded in pilot studies run in two different contexts, in the US and the UK.  

Broader Impacts:  The work proposed here has direct consequence on teaching and learning; while the participants learn to produce and evaluate course portfolios they will simultaneously be applying what they have learned in the Commons to their classes. As the participants bring reflective and collaborative practices back to their home institutions, it will promote local change within a large number of different contexts.  Most significantly, the participants will be part of a regional community, with deep understanding of the teaching and learning in classrooms at a variety of other institutions serving different student populations, giving them perspectives that few educators obtain.  Collaborations among members of these communities (and others who are brought in) have the potential for innovations that are regional and national in scope. Through direct effects on the participants, and indirect effects on those who use the materials and adopt these processes, the Commons could have a significant effect on the entire field of computing education. Finally,. impact will be broadened as well by connecting this project to a parallel Disciplinary Commons proposed by Sally Fincher to the UK National Teaching Fellowship Scheme initiative.

