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The Middle of Open Spaces: Generating
Knowledge about Learning through

Multiple Layers of Open Teaching
Communities

Randall Bass and Dan Bernstein

What is the role of faculty collaboration around teaching and learning
in open education? Given the complexity of teaching and learning, and
the shared nature of the responsibility for the curriculum, what is the
role of individuals, their pedagogical knowledge, and reflection? When
faculty look closely at the complexities of teaching and learning, they
confront how much of their students’ learning is out of their control,
outside the boundaries of the semester or the individual course. This is
one of the ironic dimensions of the learning paradigm: A more systematic
focus on learning drives faculty into their own practice; yet, taking the
complexity and fluidity of learning seriously diminishes the importance
of any one course experience. In essence, the very learning paradigm that
asks us to look more closely at teaching and learning demands that the
turn to learning be about more than individual teaching practice. This
is simultaneously generative and disruptive. If the characteristics of open
education include open sharing of knowledge in various types of com-
munities of practice, then a key challenge for open education’s intersec-
tion with the scholarship of teaching and learning is finding ways to
translate this generative disruption arising from faculty inquiry learning
into a textured dialogue about meaningful knowledge-building practices
that can be integrated into the professional lives of faculty and
students.

While we recognize the limits of the knowledge generated by inquiry
into individual faculty practice, this does not imply that the only valid
studies are large-scale research projects undertaken across large popula-
tions. A challenge for the scholarship of teaching and learning movement
in open education contexts is to find ways to combine, aggregate, and
synthesize insights from local and individual practice into larger forms
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of meaning. And it is a challenge for open education systems to make
this community and collaboration-based inquiry accessible, fluid, and
rhythmic within the professional practices of education.

We propose that a key location for the scholarship of teaching and
learning is in a middle ground between what we might call the “indi-
vidual” and the “cosmopolitan.” These two ends of a spectrum are often
the focus of scholarly teaching and the scholarship of teaching: the indi-
vidual engaging in reflection for the improvement of his or her own
practice and the individual published work available for others more
generally. There is a loop between them in that many individuals draw
on cosmopolitan resources while some individuals aspire to produce
written or digital work that contributes to a general body of literature.
Thus, by “middle ground” we mean work that falls between individual
practice and the world of generalized knowledge about teaching and
learning. In some ways, this is related to the middle level of Keith
Trigwell’s three-tiered definition of the scholarship of teaching and learn-
ing, in which work is undertaken “by and for a community” (Trigwell,
Martin, Benjamin, and Prosser, 2000, p. 159). Our sense of this middle
space—what often will be local but could be virtually achieved communi-
ties of practice—is not merely one version of the scholarship of teaching
and learning, but an essential link between individual practice and the
eventual construction of knowledge in open systems. Perhaps this middle
level is the critical bridge between the logic of the learning paradigm that
turns us inward and the implications of a broader notion of learning that
draws us outward.

So what would these middle spaces look like? We propose that they
would typically involve collaborations by groups of individuals. They
might have the shape of faculty inquiry groups or research collaboratives.
They might have more or less formal structure; they might be tied to
innovations (for example online learning or the use of new tools for
learning), or tied to curricular reforms (a new general education program),
or to dimensions of learning (for example writing across the curriculum).
Regardless of their nature and how they are deployed, these middle
spaces for inquiry into teaching and learning are an essential component
for the success of open education.

There is well-established literature in feminist and cultural studies
related to middle spaces or third spaces. These safe, hybrid spaces are
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conceptualized as separate from formal structures and boundaries. The
middle ground of open education probably depends on very similar kinds
of spaces and networks, but they are safe not just because they are infor-
mal and not tied to high stakes processes (like promotion and tenure).
These middles spaces are also safe potentially because they offer collab-
orative interdisciplinary expertise that provides some rigor for looking
at learning in its fuller complexity.

In these middle spaces, learning should be seen through the lens of a
shared responsibility for the curriculum, and this ultimately defines how
faculty in this middle space might function as communities of practice.
First and foremost, they share questions that arise from shared curricular
responsibility or from shared intellectual interests around “problems”
belonging to the pedagogies of the disciplines or professions. These can
be both faculty inquiry groups (locally convened) or broader social net-
works developed around common practices—disciplinary or interdisci-
plinary connections.

Potentially, this ripples out in concentric ways: Faculty in an institu-
tion grapple with a shared responsibility for learning, higher education
links with K-12 education, and faculty across disciplines and professions
should share and build knowledge about optimal education for a given
field or practice. Open education and knowledge sharing is a way to
address a growing divide between the integrative logic of the learning
paradigm and the particularized dis-integrated nature of higher educa-
tion, where knowledge—and by extension matters of teaching, learning,
and the curriculum—are increasingly rationalized in terms of disciplines
and subdisciplines.

We will now look at two examples of multi-institutional projects that
connected scholars beyond individual work but in different ways. We
will look at how each of these two “middle space” communities func-
tioned, as well as what is instructive about their differences from each
other. We will conclude with implications for where these projects might
go next and for open education in general.

Prototype Communities of Collaborative Practice

Like many others in higher education, we aim to maximize the success
of students enrolled in our institutions. This means that students reach
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a very rich and deep level of understanding and that a broad sample of
students succeed in attaining those course goals. Attaining that goal
promotes an additional motivation for teachers, namely that they want
to answer questions about the best ways to teach and to share with
colleagues new ways to encourage learning.

Peer Review of Teaching

Faculty members are accustomed to peers examining and commenting
on their scholarly work, and we brought this same social context to
reviewing students’ understanding of the intellectual goals of a course.
We invited faculty members to treat teaching as serious intellectual work,
with products that merit the same careful consideration and review as
other faculty activities. Based on the notion of making teaching “com-
munity property” (Hutchings, 1996; Shulman, 2004), faculty members
met in face-to-face groups and read about teaching, shared their own
work, and provided largely formative commentary for each other. As the
supportive collaboration evolved, faculty members constructed course
portfolios (Cerbin, 1994) that were literally collections of paper pro-
duced by students (for example exams, term projects, other assignments).
A conventional linear essay accompanied the portfolio, reflected on how
well the student work achieved the goals of the course, and identified
the next steps in delivering the course to further students’ success.

The first versions of these portfolios represented a benchmark of the
current level of learning demonstrated by students and the learning
faculty members derived from teaching and writing about their courses.
As these portfolios were shared and read, some faculty members fol-
lowed their own reflective conclusions and enacted the changes in course
design they proposed. The existence of the open community of scholars
provided a context that supported development beyond a benchmark of
learning. These faculty members entered a culture of inquiry into learn-
ing, and later versions of portfolios show a trajectory of course develop-
ment and change.

Faculty members were very engaged by the community of collabora-
tive inquiry, and a consortium of similar universities emerged to share
the work in a broader context. Participating faculty members met in brief
conferences to share the best examples of their local collaborative work
to identify the best ways to sustain the interactions at each university.
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With many examples of individual course portfolios ready, we asked for
an arm’s length of commentary that would remain constructively helpful,
but take a turn toward being evaluative as well. The prospect of passing
around bulky paper portfolios inspired the creation of better ways to
support the intellectual exchange.

The first change was our use of threaded discussions in a course man-
agement tool, allowing asynchronous work by faculty members. The
exchange of comments was easier, and they could continue their inter-
actions in the month-long intervals between meetings. Although the
exchanges were organized in pairs, the discussions were visible to other
group members, greatly increasing the potential value of each commen-
tary. The second change emerged from observation of electronic repre-
sentations of teaching artifacts and reflection in the Visible Knowledge
Project (VKP). We hired a Web developer to adapt our course portfolio
structure to a Web-based format, and we began sharing course portfolios
through a Web site dedicated to the peer review of teaching. This format
was ideal for quick navigation among descriptions and reflections and
gave access to examples of digitized student work.

At this point we had three levels of making the work public. Each
faculty member began by posting individual pieces of the work within a
threaded discussion, receiving comments used to refine the work. The
Web staff gathered the pieces together with student work samples and
created an organized course portfolio, reviewed and revised by the
author. Only then would the faculty participants from the consortium
have access to the course portfolio to offer comments, and the author
could revise again before the course portfolio was made public. That site
now has over 200 course portfolios, with a searchable index that allows
visitors to find work that matches their interests (for a full description,
please see Bernstein, Burnett, Goodburn, and Savory, 2006).

The primary success from the Peer Review of Teaching Project (PRTP)
has been the development of an open community of university teachers
who present and reflect on the success of their intellectual work as teach-
ers. Many faculty members use what they read in the work of other
teachers, but fewer experience critical review and redirection of the kind
they receive in other areas of scholarly work. There are some examples
of promotion or tenure influenced by serious peer review of teaching and
learning, but there is not yet a consensual conceptual map of the criteria
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for reviewing teaching and learning. The development of such a shared
vision would greatly enhance the use of the open access to student and
faculty work.

By using clear benchmarks of quality, we can use the evaluation work
teachers routinely do to sustain a community of evidence-based teaching
and estimate the trajectory of teaching and learning success over time.
The primary question being asked is “Do these courses generate learning
valued by students and programs?” Archives of student work also make
it possible to track the complexity of the goals achieved by students.
With this foundation, we look for insights about how practice has impact
across courses, institutions, and fields. While deeply respecting, and
drawing from, the cosmopolitan world of educational research, this com-
munity inhabits a middle space in which informal individual inquiry into
learning is shared as a community resource. The middle space supports
innovation and collaboration, but at a level of engagement commensu-
rate with the realities of a teaching professor’s professional life.

The Visible Knowledge Project

The Visible Knowledge Project was designed as a multiyear scholarship
of teaching and learning project exploring the impact of technology on
learning, primarily in the humanities (English, History, American Studies,
Cultural Studies, Visual Art, and other fields). The project created a
community of 60 to 70 scholars from 21 institutions who interacted over
a period of years around shared questions. On core campuses, faculty
participated in local research groups of four to six people that supported
individual inquiries and developed shared, emergent findings. Faculty
across institutions at the national level formed affinity groups along
issues of teaching practice and learning themes. These cross-project
themes complemented the individual practice and local faculty inquiry
groups creating a scholarly discourse community built out of emergent
and cross-connecting threads.

The focus of the VKP was on what faculty can learn about their stu-
dents’ learning by examining it in new and closer ways. We wanted to
understand better what a group or community of teachers could learn if
they looked at their own practice together over time. In contrast to the
PRTP, we did have a specific change agenda: We wanted to investigate

2

“constructivist pedagogies,” inquiry-based approaches that begin with
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student knowledge and experience, and to investigate “cognitive appren-
ticeship,” a theory of pedagogy that asks students to make their mental
processes visible.

The VKP embodied characteristics of open education systems from the
beginning, in exploring the knowledge that could be produced by a com-
munity of scholars asking a related set of questions, together, over time,
and openly sharing insights, feedback, and mutual influence at every
stage of the process. As we often asked at our gatherings: What work
can we do together that we cannot do as effectively as individuals? We
asked faculty to ask themselves the most important questions they could
about student learning in their courses. How did they know that their
students were learning? Did the students’ learning promise to last? What
did teachers really know about the processes of their students’ learning,
especially what we called “intermediate processes,” or the processes that
experienced or expert learners employ habitually in their work but that
are often tacit or absent in instruction? By asking these questions, many
faculty members discovered early on that what most interested—or
eluded—them about their students’ learning could not be answered
simply by looking at regularly assigned course work. Put another way,
examining the graded work that was part of a course raised questions
that the work alone could not answer.

This individual insight also had a transformative impact as a result of
the open collaborative atmosphere of the project. Something happens
to the quality and nature of questions when faculty start asking them
together and considering issues about learning that emerge from multiple
projects. When dealing with matters of innovation alone for example,
faculty tend to ask questions such as: Is this working? Can I do this
better? Can students perform better this way? How do I assess this
work? What kinds of learning do T see? In groups or collaborations,
through interaction, discussion and critique that supports each
other’s work, faculty start to ask broader questions that could not be
answered by looking at just a single course: What are the underlying
competencies of this work? How does this work reveal developing
expertise in new and expanded ways? What are the implications for
the development of certain literacies or competencies over time? How
would this learning fit into a course of study? How would these skills
fit into a curriculum?
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This broadening of questions opens up possibilities for the nature and
value of knowledge that can be generated from any one faculty member’s
practice-focused inquiry. Two brief examples from the VKP will help
illustrate the point. One collaborative emerged within the project around
a specific pedagogical practice known as “digital stories,” which are
compact multimedia narratives created by students in a variety of course
contexts. Implemented across a range of course contexts such as cultural
history, ethnic literature, African American and other areas of US history,
and others, digital stories raise compelling questions about assignment
structure, modeling, scaffolding, and assessment. While each individual
course context offers potential best practices, there is also cross-fertiliza-
tion among participating faculty around issues of multimedia literacy,
intersections of creativity and complexity, and challenges of assessing for
the full range of learning. Similarly, another group within the discipline
of history found commonality around using visual materials in teaching
history (typically a text-based discipline), and through sharing their
pedagogical rationale and examples of their students’ work there emerged
a cluster of essays around the “problem of the visual” in the teaching of
history (Coventry, et al., 2006).

While individual projects yielded interesting stories of classroom prac-
tice, in the open context of the project there emerged across projects such
shared products as rubrics for assessing new forms of student work and
models for understanding novice-expert development in these new,
complex, and hybrid forms of learning. The faculty engaged in open and
communal inquiry underwent a powerful shift in their vision of the ways
their teaching practice had an impact on student learning and the
complexity of that exchange. Collaboration and open sharing became a
key means for mediating the disruptive discovery of the complexity of
teaching and learning into a dialogue and process that could easily
document and translate certain insights into representations that others
could build on.

Within the VKP, we saw this phenomenon on two levels. At the level
of stories of teaching practice informed by student learning, the faculty
cases were more complete. They represented thoughtful enterprises (like
the PRTP inquiry portfolios): Faculty make observations about their
teaching and their students’ learning; they make an inquiry (which might
include an innovation) into some dimension or question emerging from
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those observations; they then collect and analyze new evidence, and
arrive at insights for further revision in practice.

At the same time, what emerges from every story of teaching practice
is what we might think of as “fragments of insight” about learning in a
particular field and context. The VKP conceptualized representation of
its more summative and collective findings through syntheses of these
fragments that effectively build knowledge for others. This is the chal-
lenge, and opportunity, for open education. But the key lesson from the
VKP is that unlike closed and more competitive systems of publishing
and scholarship, knowledge building in open systems is characterized by
filtering and dialogue that leads to synthesis as or more often than
selection.

All this also suggests a developmental model potentially different from
or complementary to traditional scholarship. What if we strove to intro-
duce faculty to the scholarship of teaching and learning initially as a
foundational professional practice to improve their own teaching, but
secondarily to cultivate a faculty motivated to join collaborative efforts
around important local teaching and learning problems? How might that
change the ways faculty think about the scholarship of teaching and
learning as an intellectual and professional activity? How might institu-
tions support this work, providing support and recognition for contribu-
tions to collaborative efforts to improve the local conditions of successful
student learning? Collaborative faculty work on local issues might lead
to publishing, although in forms that might be more varied than the
individually authored article.

Within the VKP, we present the relationship between individual
and collective work through what we call the “VKP Galleries,” (See
http://crossroads.georgetown.edu/vkp/) in which we represent clusters
of individual work on key questions. Individual contributions are
important, but it is the collection that aspires to the level of findings (see
the VKP Project Galleries). We experimented with a variety of tools for
sharing and building knowledge: We used a digital poster tool (based on
the Carnegie Foundation’s Knowledge Media Lab’s KEEP Toolkit; See
http://www.cfkeep.org/static/index.html) as a primary means of creating
representations of projects and insights. We used a combination of the
posters and online discussion spaces to launch triads, in which three
faculty members would have rotating discussions about each other’s
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evidence of student learning. In some cases, faculty made the outputs of
these sessions public on their digital posters, bringing together the three
critical elements of building knowledge: faculty analysis, student work,
and peer critique and dialogue. (See, for example, O’Connor, 2004.)
Finally, we started to experiment with collaborative portfolios (See for
example Ugoretz and Theilheimer’s “Looking at Learning Together” at
http://crossroads.georgetown.edu/vkp/dportfolio/) where collaborative
critique and analysis of particular pedagogies and student work can be
made visible and usable by others.

Next Steps in Development Communities

Alignment among Teaching Conversations

Course portfolios and open reflection and review of learning generate
excellent conversation, professional growth, and improved work by stu-
dents and faculty members. To have any broad impact, however, they
need to be integrated into all the conversations about teaching on a
campus, including annual review of faculty members, tenure and promo-
tion decisions, teaching awards, academic program review, and institu-
tional accreditation. A vertically integrated and interlinked set of digital
repositories from student portfolios to institutional reports could be
the basis for an open structure that would both save enormous time
and effort and make learning a visible and important mission of an
institution.

For example, currently at the University of Kansas (KU), participation
in face-to-face seminars and institutes on teaching produces good con-
versation and innovative instructional design; we use the KEEP Toolkit
to represent and preserve those ideas in an open forum. With this open
virtual community, faculty members follow each other’s progress in
implementing and learning from their innovative plans. Graduate student
writing partners facilitate organization of faculty work into the compo-
nents of scholarship explored by Glassick, Huber, and Maeroff (1997),
and hypertext portfolios make their results and evidence-based conclu-
sions visible to the whole campus.

After five years of developing faculty community around open repre-
sentations, KU uses the open source KEEP Toolkit to engage individual
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students and programs in representing their own inquiries into learning.
Students construct an intentional understanding of their education by
connecting the learning across individual courses or projects. Depart-
ments and interdisciplinary programs identify locations in their curricu-
lum in which students already demonstrate their understanding,
knowledge, and skills related to key goals. Those units link to student
and faculty portfolios for examples and evidence of their strengths and
weaknesses in achieving those goals.

The emerging awareness of a shared model of inquiry is changing the
local understanding of excellence in teaching and learning. Open com-
munities organized around effective teaching demonstrate that faculty
members can represent learning in an efficient and responsible way,
allowing peers to use this work as one piece of evidence in any context
that calls for evaluation of teaching. In a similar way, an institution could
represent its teaching effectiveness by organizing a guided tour of its
program, faculty, and student representations of learning. Once the work
becomes visible, there is no limit to how it can be organized and viewed
for different purposes.

Organizing for Collaboration

The fusion of the scholarship of teaching and learning movement with
open education can be a powerful one if we see an increase in experi-
mental models for organizing around these kinds of middle spaces for
knowledge building. Faculty can contribute through their traditional
identifications (disciplines, departments, institutions), as well as find new
affinities based on other layers of commitment and interest (for example
writing across the curriculum, inquiry-based learning in biology, ethics
in professional studies, etcetera). Key challenges associated with creating
such spaces include: How to integrate these spaces with the lives of
faculty? Where does the work sit with institutional and professional
rewards? Will faculty feel comfortable claiming ownership of their ideas
while offering them freely into “the Teaching Commons” (Hutchings
and Huber, 2005)? Some of the answers to these challenges have to be
found in the social and professional structures intrinsic in different
models for these spaces, whether “institutional,” “cross-institutional,”

il

or “disciplinary,” such as the newly created History Scholarship of
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Teaching and Learning organization intended to create and form inter-
national research teams around shared research questions in the teaching
of the field.

In part, the capacity of these new spaces depends on the tools and
digital environments that enable them. We need to continue to refine our
vision of learning, yet this refinement should be fluid and dynamic, not
hyper-specialized. It would be good to be able to “search the literature”
across the diverse kinds of documentation being produced through the
use of some common vocabulary around kinds of work, genres, and
learning problems. We also should expedite collaboration between local
networks and scholarly subcommunities across boundaries. For example,
at the annual meeting of the International Society for the Scholarship
of Teaching and Learning (ISSOTL), 50 or so different local faculty
programs are being discussed as models and experiments of involvement.
How can we connect faculty across these local efforts and with other
open projects? What metadata will make their cross-connections possi-
ble, and with what tools?

Open communities generate a large collection of learning objects,
including practices, examples, conceptual schemes, artifacts, and reflec-
tions that tie them together and connect them with other work. Users
can be overwhelmed partly because of sheer volume and partly because
of no filtering of the materials. The democratization of knowledge has
been a good development, but those people who previously limited the
channels of print distribution also made it possible for readers to contact
a representative sample of mainstream work. Perhaps some peer review
will appear in open systems, less to exclude material and more to orga-
nize and synthesize the contributions and to suggest priorities for reading
within the large pool of available work.

Community “publication” can address larger issues in teaching. It is
one thing to say “my students have learned X, and X is an instance of
deep understanding.” It is another to say that a group of students in a
program have achieved some overarching goal not found exclusively in
one course. It is more generative to say that several courses used an
approach that emerged from sharing prior work, and all of them dem-
onstrated enhanced integration by learners. Work can be more complex
when several people take on individual aspects of it, and ideas and prac-
tices are more robust when they can be implemented in many different
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contexts by instructors with different perspectives. Tools that support
this work must enable the flow of knowledge in both directions: to make
it relatively easy to find available insights to apply to one’s own work
(both individual and local communities), and to make it possible for
representations of that work to be available for others. It is also critical
that scholars and practitioners be able to share insights along the path
of discovery. If all shared insight has to rise to the level of published
articles, then this will become merely another subfield within fields.

In writing about teachers’ ability to develop knowledge about effective
classroom practice, Thomas Hatch suggests four critical influences:
“...the prior knowledge and experience that teachers bring into the
classroom, the interactions they have, the representations of thinking and
practice that they develop and have access to, and the contexts that shape
their opportunities to draw on their prior knowledge, interact with
others, and develop and access representations” (Hatch, 2006, p.39).
And as we saw in the two examples of such communities, the Peer
Review of Teaching Project and the Visible Knowledge Project, all fourof
these elements were essential.

Both the PRTP and the VKP include conventional face-to-face meet-
ings, and the constraint of scheduled gatherings provides an occasion for
participants to be prepared. Whether it is gathering examples of student
work, writing about a course, or making comments on colleagues’ work,
participants get work done to contribute to the scheduled meetings. The
advantages of asynchronous programs are clear, but there are also advan-
tages to having an identified window for the completion of work or the
posting of commentary. Work is more likely to occur, and the engagement
and dialogue are better when the substance of the conversation is fresh.

Without ties to a fixed timeline and process, highly motivated inde-
pendent learners use whatever time is available for the flexible learning
opportunities open courses offer. In practice, however, some people
interested in open education opportunities have complex lives that do
not support ideal priorities, and the structures built into the PRTP and
VKP programs provide nonintrusive ways to guide participation without
stripping the process of its fundamental independence. The VKP Cross-
roads Online Institute, for example, generated good interaction, but
progress on writing and scholarship lagged. In its second semisynchro-
nous iteration, specific dates indicated accountability for completion of
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critical steps, with moments of common work at a common time sepa-
rated by larger periods of very independent work. With these changes,
participants completed more work, and several met for the first time
when they presented their work jointly at an international conference.

Three kinds of tools or spaces are essential to support these middle
space faculty collaborations: (1) The tools and means to create digital
exemplars of student work and faculty analysis; (2) Tools for robust
search, retrieval, and indexing so scholars can locate each other through
their work and identify cosmopolitan resources; and (3) Social network-
ing tools that enable collaboration to build and share knowledge. As
documentation and representations of teaching and learning proliferate,
we will need the ability to search, sort, and remix our collective work.

If traditional scholarship, as it emerged in all its modern forms in the
late nineteenth century, belonged paradigmatically to the twentieth
century, then the scholarship of teaching and learning and the forms of
knowledge building we have been discussing belong to the twenty-first
century. These scholarly practices share certain qualities with other
forms of knowledge circulation and community building in the digital
era, including more porous boundaries between the individual and
the collaborative. These practices will be readily and transparently
interconnected, supporting both easy reader-directed navigation and
straightforward creation of intellectual structures that reveal relations
among components available in the network of learning objects. An open
electronic space will provide a flexible and dynamic home for both
ongoing collaboration as well as post hoc identification of common
themes and coherent results. To maximize the potential of open educa-
tion, we need to learn how to link local and cosmopolitan work with
vibrant and visible practice, and to find a middle space between isolation
and full participation in a research community.
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