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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 

HOW FACULTY USE ONLINE SOCIAL SPACES TO DEVELOP THEIR 
TEACHING PRACTICES: AN ETHNOGRAPHIC STUDY OF THE  

#UNGRADING ONLINE COMMUNITY 
 

by 
 

Christina Moore 
 
 
Advisor: Jana Nidiffer, Ed.D. 
 
 

In higher education, faculty often teach in isolation, wondering if their practices 

reach and inspire students. If their institutions have teaching and learning centers, faculty 

might engage in discussions with colleagues within and beyond their disciplines, 

complemented by programming that builds their pedagogical knowledge. But many 

faculty members either do not have access to such programming because their institution 

lacks it, their schedule does not allow for it, or the programming does not connect with 

their interests and needs. Some faculty turn to online spaces such as social networking 

sites (e.g., Twitter, Facebook, and LinkedIn) to listen to and connect with other faculty, 

exchange teaching ideas, and refine practices accordingly. My study analyzed the 

conditions in which online teaching-based communities thrive and the experiences of 

faculty within them, focusing on two questions: how do faculty develop their teaching 

practices and identities in online communities of practice and personal learning networks, 

and why do they engage in this teaching development in online spaces. This digital 

ethnography observed an active Twitter-based conversation on ungrading, the practice of 
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minimizing, eliminating, and critically examining grading constructs. Complemented 

with observing a related book club’s activities and analyzing faculty’s personal blogs, 

publications, and presentations, this dissertation described the culture of “Teaching 

Twitter” generally and #ungrading specifically. Results found that faculty on Twitter 

valued participating on the periphery of these communities, sometimes engaging more in 

these spaces over time and other times using Twitter as a starting point to engage in 

smaller communities of practice. They gravitated toward Twitter to find other teaching-

centered faculty practicing ungrading, as such faculty can be difficult to find at one’s 

institution alone. Twitter and related online spaces provided faculty the autonomy and 

flexibility they need in teaching-related professional development. Faculty and faculty 

developers can apply the results of this study to create more online, social opportunities 

for teaching development. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 

In higher education, faculty often teach in isolation (Cox, 2004; Trust et al., 2017; 

Roxå & Mårtensson, 2009; Weisgerber & Butler, 2011), wondering if their practices 

reach and inspire students. To be a faculty member (i.e., instructor, professor) at a college 

or university, a graduate degree is the one standard requirement an applicant must have. 

While this degree is usually a terminal degree, or the highest degree one can attain in 

their field of study (e.g., Ph.D., J.D., M.D.), sometimes a graduate degree like a master’s 

is sufficient. Faculty in higher education are often expert learners, having gone through 

many years and levels of formal education in order to obtain terminal degrees in their 

fields. While most faculty members teach as part or all of their job responsibilities, they 

are usually not required to have any prior teaching experience or formal training in 

pedagogy or learning theory (Weisgerber & Butler, 2011), nor any teaching-related 

professional development while in their faculty role (Viskovic, 2006). Historically, such 

attainment has led faculty and academic leaders to assume that their expertise will make 

them effective professors, imparting their knowledge onto their students (Quinn, 2012). 

However, nations around the world have questioned this logic as student learning 

outcomes have come under scrutiny (Leibowitz, 2016; U.S. Department of Education, 

2006). As the public increasingly holds higher education institutions accountable for low 

graduation rates (often around half), many institutions have established some faculty 

professional development opportunities related to teaching, whether it is through the 

support of a teaching and learning center or funding for external teaching-related 
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professional development such as conferences and workshops. Even with these supports 

in place, it is often up to faculty whether and how they learn more about teaching 

practices. 

If their institutions have teaching and learning centers, faculty might engage in 

discussions with colleagues within and beyond their disciplines, complemented by 

programming that builds their pedagogical knowledge. But many faculty members either 

do not have access to such programming because their institution lacks it, their schedule 

does not allow for it, they teach online and cannot access face-to-face programming, or 

the programming does not connect with faculty interests and needs (Austin & Sorcinelli, 

2013). In these situations, do faculty grapple with their teaching alone, connect with 

faculty in the halls, talk with colleagues at conferences, or reach out to faculty in online 

spaces such as social networking sites (Twitter, Facebook, and LinkedIn), teaching-

related listservs, or other online forums? Being able to use online formats to learn with 

others about teaching is an important resource for all faculty. With a better understanding 

of how faculty develop their teaching practices in online social spaces and the pathways 

or barriers they encounter along the way, faculty developers can not only provide 

inclusive programming but also equip faculty to create their own teaching communities 

within and beyond their institutions.  

Definitions 

Faculty 

“Faculty” in this study refers to higher education instructors with teaching 

responsibilities, including tenure and non-tenure track and those at a range of institutional 

types. Even more broadly, “faculty” refers to anyone who works in a teaching capacity at 
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a higher education institution, including academic professionals who teach occasional 

courses, medical educators (e.g., clinical instructors), and graduate teaching assistants. 

While many studies reviewed here are in a North American context, online networks 

draw faculty from around the world who teach in a variety of modalities (i.e., face-to-face 

at a brick-and-mortar campus, fully online teaching, or a combination of both), and 

faculty in reviewed studies come from Europe, Australia, and other locations. I often use 

the term “instructor” as it relates to faculty from the perspective of a student in the 

classroom (sometimes “professor” is also used, as this is a term some studies use and the 

term students might use to refer to their instructor), but otherwise I consider these titles 

synonymous. 

Teaching Practice 

“Teaching practice” is meant to be as broad as possible, from an “individualistic 

and pragmatic approach focused on professional survival” to more transformative praxis-

based action that allow faculty to tap into “collective action in the wider socio-cultural 

context of teaching” (Green et al., 2013, para. 65). “Teaching practice” can refer to any 

activity a faculty member regards as being connected to their teaching roles and educator 

identities, including learning activity development, assessment design, lecturing, 

facilitating discussion, mentoring students, teaching-related research, and working with 

other faculty in developing their teaching. Instructors can develop their teaching practice 

in formal programs offered by an institutionally situated teaching and learning center and 

programs recognized as “professional development,” but teaching development can also 

take place through informal conversations with department colleagues, teams discussing 
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pedagogy as it relates to curriculum reform, asking a colleague to observe a class or 

review an assignment description, or through online communities. 

Teaching Development 

“Teaching development” is a condensed phrase to describe teaching-related 

professional development. “Professional development” describes learning opportunities 

that update, sharpen, and enhance one’s skills, usually related to their profession (often as 

a preferred synonym to “training”). While the term “faculty development” often refers to 

teaching, it can also pertain to professional development in other aspects of faculty 

careers such as research and community engagement. “Educational development” and 

“academic development” are commonly used globally for this work, usually in terms of 

formal programming offered by an institutional-based unit such as a teaching and 

learning center (TLC) (Fraser et al., 2010), often led by experts in the field through 

presentations, workshops, or courses.  

While not excluding these development opportunities, the term teaching 

development as it is used here includes informal, social modes for developing one’s 

teaching practice and identity—learning from others based on ideas and resources they 

share, and by sharing in return. Such social learning often results in faculty adapting to 

the teaching norms within an academic discipline or department (Feldman, 2020; Jawicz, 

2009; Knight & Trowler, 2000; Mathieson, 2019; Viskovic, 2006) or in broadening their 

perspective through interdisciplinary forums such as TLC programming and teaching-

related organizations. Group-based teaching development can be understood through 

Lave and Wenger’s (1991) “communities of practice” framework, which consists of 

“newcomers” (or apprentices) and “old-timers” (or masters) learning from one another in 
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developing a skill. This informal development can also take place online in a discussion 

forum, listserv, or social networking group. Teaching development can take place at the 

outskirts of these offline and online groups, such as listening to others or reading posts 

and resources people post online, but even these actions are part of a social learning 

process that Lave and Wenger (1991) describe as “legitimate peripheral participation.” 

These informal ways faculty develop their teaching practices are informed by social 

learning theory. Therefore, the term “teaching development” is used. 

Informal, Non-formal, and Formal Learning 

Learning ecologies is a framework for capturing where and how learning occurs 

within and beyond formal learning institutions such as schools. It analyzes how 

environments cultivate three types of learning: formal (learning institutions like schools), 

non-formal (organized, but not with accreditation), and informal (spontaneous, 

unplanned). Often used within the lens of secondary education, learning ecologies 

consider how these three types of learning can be better connected, such as through social 

media, communication apps, and community partnerships. In teaching educators in 

graduate level courses, two instructors used the learning ecology framework to encourage 

students to develop “learner-generated playgrids” through which students learned how to 

connect course-related learning to non-formal and informal methods of professional 

development, such as through social media and public annotation (Hollett & Kalir, 2017). 

For this study, the term “non-formal” is used to describe the learning that takes place in 

learning communities and loosely organized groups, while “informal” refers to incidental 

learning through social media posts and social networks.  
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“Online Social Spaces” and Social Media 

The phrase “online spaces” is intentionally broad but focuses on social spaces that 

cultivate the social learning theories informing this study—community of practice, 

connectivism, and praxis. In White and Le Cornu’s (2011) online engagement framework 

of “digital visitors and residents,” “visitors” are those who pop into online spaces briefly 

to consume information while “residents” are those who view the web as “spaces and 

places” they inhabit, create, and engage with others. These online spaces largely emerged 

in social platform technologies established in 2003-2006, such as MySpace, Facebook, 

YouTube, and Twitter, among others. Most examples of online spaces I refer to are social 

networking sites and private group spaces designed for learning communities, with more 

emphasis on social networking sites. While Twitter is referred to most often for its 

ubiquity in informal networks, other public social media such as Facebook and LinkedIn 

are also spaces for informal, social learning online. A few studies refer to social networks 

that are more private and specific to academic professionals, mainly Academia.edu and 

ResearchGate (Jordan, 2016). 

While online social learning networks include a broad range of technologies such 

as blogs, social bookmarking applications (Lalonde, 2011) and tools with the potential for 

collaboration such as Google Docs (White, 2013), this study focuses more on the 

communal spaces that often tie in these other tools. Additionally, emerging online group 

platforms like Slack and Discord demonstrate spaces that provide more privacy and 

engagement within a more focused online community of practitioners or learners. 
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Background on Faculty Development 

Throughout the long history of higher education, teaching skills have been 

developed informally on the job. While teaching can be solitary work, how faculty learn 

about teaching is social by nature, as new faculty may adopt and adapt the teaching 

methods of their own teachers, learn from their colleagues, or glean ideas from orators, 

mentors, and storytellers. Eventually, higher education would become so widespread that 

more became expected of faculty regarding their teaching. 

Considering the many centuries of higher education’s history and the faculty 

teaching within them, teaching and learning centers (TLCs) have only recently become a 

part of these institutions. Before the prevalence of TLCs, faculty members’ teaching 

ability was defined only through their mastery of the material (Quinn, 2012; Viskovic, 

2006). The University of Michigan founded the United States’ first teaching and learning 

center in 1962, the Center for Research on Learning and Teaching. Other TLCs were 

established in the 1960s and 70s, coming out of a call for increased accountability of 

higher education teaching quality throughout the world (Fraser et al., 2010; Gaff & 

Simpson, 1994). Spurred on by a U.S. recession, the 1974 monograph Faculty 

Development in a Time of Retrenchment laid out recommendations for faculty to develop 

their teaching practices, some of which are still staples of faculty development: self-

reflection, training, teaching-based grants, and “developing collegial groups based on 

shared interests in methodologies, pedagogical puzzlements, and so-forth, rather than just 

by discipline” (Lewis, 1996, p. 28), groups which became better known as “faculty 

learning communities” in the 1990s (Cox, 2004).  
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TLCs work at the individual and institutional level: while providing learning 

opportunities for faculty to hone teaching skills and adapt to different learning goals and 

student populations, TLCs also guide committees in making curriculum and learning 

structure more consistent and evidence-based, such as ensuring course activities and 

readings are guided by learning outcomes consistent with the department or program 

(Gaff & Simpson, 1994). In the 1980s, teaching and learning centers were established as 

permanent structures supported by institutional funds rather than external grants, and 

these centers supported faculty in their own teaching identity development, such as self-

directed teaching endeavors and applying their research skills to study their teaching 

efficacy, which is now known as the scholarship of teaching and learning or SoTL (Gaff 

& Simpson, 1994). The structure and scope of TLCs vary drastically based on 

institutional funding and priority, some as small as one faculty member’s part-time, 

temporary responsibility to dozens of full-time staff (Lewis, 1996, p. 31). Many 

institutions operate without TLCs, which may instead distribute related responsibilities to 

a faculty-led committee. 

Faculty are certainly engaging with these teaching and learning centers. In a study 

of 888 faculty in the United States, about a third spent up to eight hours on teaching-

related professional development in the last year, while 21% spent one to two days (Lian, 

2014). These results mean that approximately a fifth of faculty participated in an 

equivalent of several workshops, a full-day conference, or consistent activity in a learning 

community—or, most likely, a mix of these, while another third of faculty participated in 

the equivalent of 2-3 workshops a semester. If teaching development is not required in a 

faculty role and, in research institutions, traditionally is weighed less in promotion review 
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criteria than other areas such as scholarship, what motivates faculty to enrich their 

teaching practices? Many faculty members genuinely enjoy and value their teaching roles 

(Green et al., 2013) and want students to be motivated and successful in their courses. 

Based on a study of 1,671 faculty from 19 universities, “finding teaching enjoyable and 

important led faculty to report increased utilization of all four teaching best practices 

analyzed in the current study: instructional clarity, higher-order learning, reflective and 

integrative learning, and collaborative learning” (Stupinsky et al., 2018, p. 23). Faculty 

also participate in teaching development to increase student motivation and satisfaction 

(Calkins et al., 2008).  

Problem Statement 

Faculty may be participating in TLC programming and services because their 

teaching responsibilities are increasing. At many higher education institutions, the only 

person a student is required to work with to earn their degree is their instructor. While 

most students’ sole experience with faculty members is as their teachers, most faculty are 

neither required nor offered the opportunity to learn how to teach. When current faculty 

were graduate students themselves, their faculty advisors may have even explicitly 

discouraged teaching development as a distraction from research and scholarship. Unless 

these graduate-students-turned-faculty defy that recommendation, their teaching 

decisions will likely only be informed by how their own professors taught, strategies that 

were likely not actively engaging a diverse range of students. Nevertheless, faculty are 

not only expected to deliver instruction and assess student learning, but also adapt to 

different teaching modalities, discern a range of student issues and opportunities, and 
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intervene early if students are struggling, among many other challenges crucial to 

retaining and matriculating students.  

Faculty may become interested in developing their teaching practices for many 

reasons, such as interest in teaching online, resolving persistent teaching challenges, or 

sensing exciting opportunities to better facilitate learning. Whatever their reasons, TLCs 

are designed to support faculty in their teaching-related professional development. Even 

if a faculty member is fortunate enough to be at an institution with a TLC, such support 

services may not fully meet the teaching needs of faculty. Faculty, especially those who 

are not early career faculty, are not always content with traditional TLC programming but 

are looking for deeper, more sustained reflection with one another (Gehrke & Kezar, 

2019; Green et al., 2013; Sherer et al., 2003; Honeychurch et al., 2016) on a variety of 

teaching-related topics (Roxå & Mårtensson, 2009; Trust et al., 2017). 

Teaching and learning centers have the challenge of meeting the teaching 

development needs of disparate disciplines, needs, motivations, and constraints 

(Åkerlind, 2007). Especially in TLCs with limited staff, these centers tend to offer 

workshops for individuals rather than design professional development for group cultures 

like departments despite the fact that faculty tend to learn about teaching from these 

groups (Feldman, 2020; Jawicz, 2009; Knight & Trowler, 2000; Mathieson, 2019; 

Viskovic, 2006). Because of faculty learning groups pre-established by departments and 

disciplines, faculty tend to value learning as communities of practice. Even while faculty 

at institutions in the United Kingdom sometimes resisted requirements to engage in 

professional development, they valued the peer interactions and the opportunity to build 

teaching and learning communities offered through these professional development 
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opportunities (Spowart et al., 2019). Therefore, cultivating communities of practice 

among faculty continues to be a challenging but promising structure for faculty teaching 

development (Stark & Smith, 2016). The challenge comes in organizing them, creating 

rapport within them, and sustaining them. 

Finding and forming communities of practices is easier within a well-developed 

learning network. As in many areas of a faculty member’s work, a good personal network 

is crucial to teaching development (Van Waes et al., 2015; Van Waes et al., 2018). 

Because faculty have autonomous careers in which high productivity is expected, faculty 

rely on networks for success in every area of their career (Gonzales & Terosky, 2018; 

Niehaus & O’Meara, 2015). Networking in only face-to-face contexts such as one’s 

campus and conferences does not fully meet the needs of faculty who experience barriers 

to network-building, such as those who are underrepresented or marginalized in their 

institution or discipline (Collins & Steffen-Fluhr, 2018; Jones et al., 2015; Lanclos & 

White, 2015) or those with fewer opportunities and resources such as adjunct faculty and 

faculty at rural or isolated institutions (Pruett & Pollard, 2013). For example, one faculty 

member deemed themselves “an academic hobo” because they were the only faculty 

member at their institution with a particular area of expertise, which this person found 

“liberating” since their strong online collaborative network was in place (Stewart, 2015, 

para. 44). Even those with viable in-person networking opportunities need to build 

diverse networks, which lead to better teaching and career outcomes (Pataraia et al., 

2014; Van Waes et al., 2018). Building networks online allows for more global 

connections and collaborations. 
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Teaching Development Online 

While many faculty are interested in developing their teaching practices, they 

have cited barriers to teaching-related professional development such as lack of time 

(Houghton et al., 2015; Lian, 2014; Milem et al., 2000; Singell & Lillydahl, 1996; 

Weisgerber & Butler, 2011), lack of flexibility in current offerings (Lian, 2014), and 

professional development that did not fit their needs (Austin & Sorcinelli, 2013; Bali & 

Caines, 2018), and they said that more online options would help (Bali & Caines, 2018; 

Brewer et al., 2018; Lian, 2014). In a growing body of research, scholars have explored 

what motivates faculty to engage in teaching development in an online format (Bond & 

Lockee, 2014; Henning, 2012; Merritt, 2017; Rizzuto, 2017; Saadatmand et al., 2017; 

Sweet et al., 2017; Vaughn & Garrison, 2005). Survey data from 121 community college 

professors in Canada indicated that faculty who participated in more professional 

development (PD) generally saw the value of online networking and resources to 

continue developing their teaching practices (Nielsen, 2018). Most of these studies 

focused on designing formal, institution-based faculty development in an online format, 

such as asynchronous courses, workshops or learning communities. Teaching and 

learning centers are creating more online professional development, but often struggle to 

achieve engaging PD that best meet the diverse needs of faculty (i.e., beyond recordings 

of in-person events or on-demand modules). 

Many studies have evaluated the efficacy of faculty communities of practice to 

develop teaching (Gehrke & Kezar, 2019; Green et al., 2013; Roxå & Mårtensson, 2009; 

Stark & Smith, 2016), but these studies are predominantly set in face-to-face contexts. 

Scholars increasingly recognize the importance of online social networks in faculty 
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careers, although not always specifically to develop teaching practice (Veletsianos, 2012; 

Veletsianos & Kimmons, 2013). Some studies have focused on less formal ways faculty 

connect with each other online, either with the support of institutions or for faculty to 

form their own learning communities beyond institutional boundaries (Bali & Caines, 

2018; Brooks & Gibson, 2012; Honeychurch et al., 2016; Sherer et al., 2003; Trust et al., 

2017; Wildman et al., 2000). Two learning theories inform this type of social, organic 

learning with other practitioners: communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991) and 

connectivism (Downes, 2012; Siemens, 2005). 

Because of the COVID-19 pandemic, which forced most higher education 

institutions into remote teaching in 2020 and 2021, faculty have more experience with 

teaching through online technologies than they likely ever anticipated. While they may be 

more familiar with attending webinars, using the learning management system, and 

facilitating video conferencing sessions, they may need more opportunities to use online 

networks and communities to further develop their teaching practices. Faculty members 

have claimed that their online networking practices are most successful when they 

cultivate meaningful connections which often form core communities (Roxå & 

Mårtensson, 2009). Once trust, confidence, and some stability are maintained in these 

spaces, faculty become more adept at expanding networks with more diffuse ties. To this 

effect, two theories – communities of practice and connectivism – may help inform 

successful networking practices online. 

Communities of Practice 

The theory of “communities of practice” originated in Lave and Wenger’s (1991) 

Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation, in which they described the non-
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formal and informal learning that occurs beyond formal education contexts. Specifically, 

they described positional learning among communities of practitioners in which novices 

are located at the periphery and gradually move toward mastery, similar to an apprentice 

model but in a more communal and variable form. Wenger expanded on this idea by 

developing the “community of practice” framework, defined as a group “who share a 

concern, a set of problems or an interest (passion) for a topic and who then deepen their 

knowledge and expertise by having an ongoing interaction” (Wenger et al., 2002). As 

Wenger operationalized and commercialized this framework, it became a more popular in 

corporate settings and in higher education (Lea, 2005). Communities of practice have 

been a popular model for faculty development generally (Gehrke & Kezar, 2019; Green 

et al., 2013; Stark & Smith, 2016), online communities of practice for faculty (Bond & 

Lockee, 2014; Thoma et al., 2018; Sherer et al., 2003; Honeychurch et al., 2016), and K-

12 educators (Karam et al., 2018). 

Cox (2004), who is often cited as the founder of faculty learning communities in 

higher education, described a faculty learning community as a type of community of 

practice (p. 9), specifically a cross-disciplinary group of 6-15 members who meet 

regularly on a similar project or to engage in a common curriculum related to teaching 

and learning (p. 8). A faculty learning community is a robust, faculty-led professional 

development approach that exists with or without the support of an institution-based 

teaching and learning center. 

Connectivism 

Community of Practice acknowledges the advantage of collective knowledge and 

being able to learn from one another in non-formal ways (i.e., outside of accrediting 
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organizations). Connectivism is rooted in similar principles, but acknowledges how 

technology has so accelerated the production of knowledge that we rely on collective 

knowledge more than ever. Espoused by Canadian scholar George Siemens in 2005, 

connectivism came out of the World Wide Web’s disruption of traditional ideas of 

learning and knowledge-based proficiency. Since readily available internet access has 

made knowledge production and knowledge sharing so fast and abundant, effective 

learning happens by being connected with other people and knowledge sources who can 

help decipher and mobilize knowledge. According to connectivist thought, expertise is 

not gained by merely holding knowledge, but by being able to connect to databases and 

people with diverse expertise, having the “ability to see connections between fields, 

ideas, and concepts,” and forming new connections (Siemens, 2005, para. 29). Siemens 

posited that “the capacity to know more is more critical than what is currently known.” 

He laid out principles not only for connectivism on the individual level, but how group 

and organizational learning relies on “creating, preserving, and utilizing information 

flow” (para. 30). Connectivism is at the root of important web-based social learning 

concepts such as personal learning networks (PLNs) and even massively open online 

courses (MOOCs). 

Research Questions 

Knowing that social, online opportunities to develop teaching provides important 

opportunities for faculty, my study analyzed the conditions in which online teaching-

based communities thrive and the experiences of faculty within them. These two 

questions guided an inquiry into the teaching development needs of faculty in developing 

their teaching practice and identity through social, online spaces: 
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1. How do faculty develop their teaching practices and identities in online 

communities of practice and personal learning networks? 

2. Why do they engage in this teaching development in online spaces? 

By better understanding how faculty are currently participating in teaching-related online 

communities and how they came to these communities, this study described 

characteristics of these faculty members and the online cultures in which they operate. 

With this understanding, I considered how faculty themselves and TLCs can use this 

knowledge to create more social, online-based teaching development opportunities for 

faculty. 

Significance 

This study could help faculty increase their professional learning opportunities by 

using online spaces in formal, non-formal, and informal ways. When faculty become 

more open to what they can learn from others online, they are more likely to hear more 

diverse perspectives, witness how scholars build knowledge together in real time, and 

participate in the discourse—all of which net beneficial outcomes in many aspects of 

faculty careers (Pataraia et al., 2014; Van Waes et al., 2018). More generally, online 

spaces allow increased opportunity to develop teaching identity and a sense of belonging. 

These actions decrease faculty isolation, which can be particularly present in one’s 

teaching work.  

While not the only online space analyzed regarding faculty online networks, 

Twitter is the most common space for network development. While there are many online 

spaces for scholars to discuss teaching and research, Twitter is arguably the most open 

and active (Jordan, 2016; Luo et al., 2020; Thoma et al., 2018; Veletsianos, 2012) and 
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can lead to deep connections and collaborations (Barnes & Netolicky, 2019; Sage et al., 

2019). While some have studied faculty networking practices in other public social media 

spaces like Facebook (Honeychurch et al., 2016; Gruzd & Haythornthwaite, 2013) and 

LinkedIn (Richmond, 2014), faculty and other educators most frequently use Twitter to 

expand their personal learning networks and create or connect to communities of practice 

(Lalonde, 2011; Sage et al., 2019; Trust et al., 2017; Weisgerber & Butler, 2011).  

Wherever faculty develop their networks, these networks have been shown to 

support professional growth in teaching (Gehrke & Kezar, 2019; Roxå & Mårtensson, 

2009; Trust et al., 2017; Van Waes et al., 2015; Van Waes et al., 2018), re-energize mid-

career faculty to learn from one another (Green et al., 2013; Sherer et al., 2003), and 

sustain under-represented faculty (Collins & Steffen-Fluhr, 2018; Jones et al., 2015). The 

ability to develop online networks is key to cultivating more connections beyond one’s 

institution, which is key to “effective learning and spread of innovations in teaching” 

(Pataraia et al., 2014). In turn, TLCs can also use this study’s findings to cultivate online 

communities of practice among their own faculty (Cohn et al., 2016; Sipes et al., 2020) 

and give them the means to create and expand communities (Bali & Caines, 2018). 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 
 

Social Learning Theories 

Theories in the realm of “social learning” or “social practice” germinate from 

Marxist philosophy and Soviet psychologists in the 1920s and 1930s. Rather than 

viewing learning as a fixed process activated in individuals as behaviorism implies, 

“Marx’s epistemology underscores a recognition that knowledge itself is historically 

specific and always in the making” (Scatamburlo-D’Annibale et al., 2018, p. 557). Social 

learning theories acknowledge how we learn based on our social and cultural context, and 

with the people surrounding us. For the purpose of researching how faculty develop their 

teaching online, three social learning theoretical constructs framed this study: community 

of practice, connectivism and praxis. While community of practice (CoP) is most central, 

connectivism helps explain how CoPs function online, and praxis explains how some 

online-based teaching communities develop their teaching practice for social change.  

Communities of Practice 

The idea of “communities of practice” originated in Situated Learning, in which 

anthropologists Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger described how learning occurred beyond 

structures prevalent in formal education contexts. In keeping with social learning theory, 

they “locate[d] learning squarely in the processes of co-participation, not in the heads of 

individuals” (p. 13). Specifically, they described positional learning among communities 

of practitioners in which “newcomers” are located at the periphery and gradually move 

toward mastery, similar to an apprentice model but in a more communal and variable 
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form. More than only about moving toward the center, Lave and Wenger explained 

peripheral not as less engaged, but as “being located in the social world. Changing 

locations and perspectives are part of actors’ learning trajectories, developing identities, 

and forms of membership” (p. 37). As three faculty who formed their own teaching-based 

community of practice put it, “at the boundaries, competence and experience need to 

converge and also to diverge to some degree so as to afford learning opportunities” 

(Kumpulainen et al., 2019, p. 4). Everyone participates in multiple communities of 

practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 98), which help us continue to develop our complex 

identities and recognize new opportunities (Penuel et al., 2016, p. 36). 

In Situated Learning, Lave and Wenger (1991) employed ethnography to study 

five groups located across the globe in variable contexts, usually around learning a trade 

(midwifery, tailoring, naval skills, butchery) but also extending to other kinds of groups 

(Alcoholics Anonymous). Within these learning groups, Lave and Wenger found similar 

patterns of experiential learning as “an evolving form of membership” (p. 53). Lave and 

Wenger did not necessarily observe much direct instruction, but instead characterized the 

ways in which “masters” or “old-timers” “organize[d] opportunities to learn” (p. 92) and 

“structur[ed] a community’s learning resources” (p. 94). In a situated learning lens, 

learners have autonomy in what they learn and with whom because the goal is one’s 

identity development (Lave, 1996, p. 157), or “the transformative possibilities of being 

and becoming complex, full cultural historical participants in the world” (Lave & 

Wenger, 1991, p. 32).  

Lave and Wenger used the term community of practice to describe the learning 

environment they observed. They defined “a community of practice [a]s a set of relations 
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among persons, activity, and world, overtime and in relation with other tangential and 

overlapping communities of practice” (1991, p. 98). While communities of practice are 

bound together by similar practices, Lave emphasized in her 2019 reflection on Situated 

Learning that a changing landscape and diverse participants were important to thriving 

communities. Wenger and his collaborators adapted the “community of practice” 

framework, condensing it to the concept of a group “who share a concern, a set of 

problems or an interest (passion) for a topic and who then deepen their knowledge and 

expertise by having an ongoing interaction” (Wenger et al., 2002). As Wenger 

operationalized and commercialized this theory, it became more popular in corporate 

settings and in teaching in higher education (Lea, 2005).  

Lave and Wenger (1991) perceived significant barriers to learning in formal 

school contexts because its basic structure of learning was not compatible to learning as it 

occurred in a community of practice. In her article “Teaching, as Learning, in Practice,” 

Lave (1996) unequivocally stated, “teaching is neither necessary nor sufficient to produce 

learning, and that the social-cultural categories that divide teachers from learners in 

schools mystify the crucial ways in which learning is fundamental to all participation and 

all participants in social practice” (p. 157). Rather than shaping student learning 

opportunities with a standard curriculum, colleges and universities could consider how 

their communities of practice are situated within and beyond their institutions and invite 

students to forge their learning pathways accordingly.  

Because faculty have more autonomy in how they pursue professional 

development, communities of practice work well for faculty learning. Community of 

practice is often applied to studies of educational development (Gehrke & Kezar, 2019; 
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Green et al., 2013; Wildman et al., 2000). Within the context of higher education, 

“communities of practice are the groups or networks which help guide, regulate and make 

meaning of our lives, both in work and outside,” a structural concept that fits well in the 

academy (Tight, 2004, p. 398). Communities of practice are automatically formed based 

on the institutional structures that frame faculty work, most notably academic 

departments and disciplines (Mathieson, 2019). These communities are overlapping, both 

in terms of who makes up the communities and the practices on which they focus (e.g., 

research and teaching). Feldman (2020) and Jawicz (2009) studied faculty members’ 

implicit learning about teaching through Bourdieu’s social practice concept of “habitus,” 

which describes how one’s environment shapes one’s teaching practices and, in turn, 

teachers carry on these practices “that have become socially accepted pedagogical 

practices” to newcomers (Feldman, 2020, p. 5). 

One persistent and helpful example can be found with faculty learning 

communities, which is a specific iteration of communities of practice for faculty learning 

about teaching. Milton Cox (2004), the founder of faculty learning communities in higher 

education, described a faculty learning community as a type of community of practice (p. 

9), specifically a cross-disciplinary group of 6-15 members who meet regularly on a 

similar project or to engage in a common curriculum related to teaching and learning (p. 

8). A faculty learning community is a robust, faculty-led professional development 

approach that exists with and without the support of an institution-based teaching and 

learning center. Figure 2.1 shows how community of practice concepts have been adapted 

and condensed. 
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Figure 2.1. Definitions of communities of practice. Each are more specific, developed 
over time. 

 

 

Connectivism 

Lave and Wenger’s (1991) foundational book on communities of practice was 

part of a series called Learning in Doing: Social, Cognitive, and Computational 

Perspectives. In their series foreword to this book, editors Roy Pea and John Seely Brown 

wrote that Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation speaks to “the need for 

responsiveness [that] has become salient as computational media radically reshape the 

frontiers of individual and social action, and as educational achievement fails to translate 

into effective use of knowledge” (p. 11). These noted scholars of distributed cognition 

who argued that knowledge is “distributed across minds, person, and symbolic and 

physical environments” (Cobb, 2001, p. 14121) spoke here to the revolutionary capability 
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of “computational media”—and this is before internet access is widespread. The World 

Wide Web started becoming publicly available in 1990-1991, the same year Situated 

Learning was published (Pew Research Center, 2014). Written into the foreword of Lave 

and Wenger’s Situated Learning, technology’s effect on the connected nature of learning 

has been at the core of the communities of practice framework since its inception. 

Connectivism more directly theorizes how the World Wide Web affects the very nature 

of knowledge and how it is constructed, not necessarily creating the idea of knowledge as 

a connected endeavor but how the exponential nature of internet-based connectedness 

changes what it means to know and learn. 

Connectivism came out of the World Wide Web’s disruption of traditional ideas 

of learning and knowledge-based proficiency. Since readily available internet access has 

made knowledge production and knowledge sharing so fast and abundant, effective 

learning happens by being connected with other people and knowledge sources who can 

help decipher and mobilize knowledge. In his foundational article introducing and 

defining connectivism, George Siemens (2005) argued that expertise is not gained by 

merely holding knowledge, but by being able to connect to databases and people with 

diverse expertise, having the “ability to see connections between fields, ideas, and 

concepts,” and forming new connections (Siemens, 2005, para. 29). The idea of 

knowledge as connection to people and resources precedes connectivism. Community of 

practice acknowledges the advantage of collective knowledge and being able to learn 

from one another in informal and non-formal ways. Part of Lave and Wenger’s (1991) 

focus on “organiz[ing] opportunities to learn” was through allowing apprentices to build 

relationships with other apprentices and masters (p. 92) and by “the intricate structuring 
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of a community’s learning resources” (p. 94). Connectivism is rooted in similar 

principles, but acknowledges how technology has so accelerated the production of 

knowledge that we rely on collective knowledge and others’ expertise and understanding 

more than ever. Siemens posited that the “capacity to know more is more critical than 

what is currently known” (para. 28). He laid out eight principles not only for 

connectivism on the individual level, but how group and organizational learning relies on 

“creating, preserving, and utilizing information flow” (para. 30).  

Fellow Canadian scholar and contemporary Stephen Downes, who further 

developed connectivism in what he termed “connective knowledge,” posited four criteria 

for an effective network: diversity, autonomy, openness, and connectedness (2012, p. 76). 

Consistent with Siemens, Downes does not see learning as independent from connection: 

“Knowledge informs learning; what we learn informs community; and the community in 

turn creates knowledge. And the reverse: knowledge builds community, while 

community defines what is learned, and what is learned becomes knowledge” (p. 15). As 

in community of practice, connectivism emphasizes informal or organic learning 

processes rather than focusing solely on intentional, predetermined structure. Learning is 

not intentional until one chooses the experiences that lead to learning (p. 110). Formal 

learning might be among those chosen experiences, but learning is happening in one’s 

environment constantly. 

Connectivism is related to other social learning theories, such as actor-network 

theory (ANT) in its emphasis on knowledge as a relationship between human and non-

human elements. ANT uses similar terminology to explain the role of network in 

practice, such as nodes and connections. Connectivism also has ties to networked 
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learning and computer-supported collaborative learning (Jones, 2015). While some of its 

ideas are also seen in other social learning theories, many people—including faculty—

have found connectivism’s principles and practices useful for understanding how we 

learn from others specifically online. Connectivism is at the root of important web-based 

social learning concepts such as personal learning networks (PLNs) and even massively 

open online courses (MOOCs).  

Personal Learning Networks (PLNs). A personal learning network (PLN), 

which has been associated with connectivism and computer-supported collaborative 

learning, comprises of people, places, and bodies of knowledge with which one identifies 

as their sources of learning. When needing feedback, advice, or an answer, people 

identify whom in their PLN to consult or pose a question broadly hoping people will 

respond. While PLNs exist outside of the internet (e.g., the people you call or ask to have 

coffee, professional organizations, community groups), PLNs often include wider 

connections to people and knowledge through social networking sites and other online 

communities. Downes (2012) wrote of “the personal network effect,” which defined how 

one can get maximal value out of their network. In short, having a larger network is only 

better if one cultivates that network according to his four connectivist criteria: diversity, 

autonomy, openness, and connectedness (or interactivity) (p. 76). Based on these criteria, 

a PLN is not simply the quantity of connections, but quality and strength of those 

connections. For example, networks with many loose connections may still be useful if 

those connections are visible and responsive (i.e., “openness”) and if there are 

communities of practice within these networks (i.e., “connectedness”). 
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Many studies analyzed and evaluated the personal learning networks of higher 

education faculty, either exclusively in an online context (Jordan, 2016; Lalonde, 2011; 

Trust et al., 2017; Veletsianos, 2012) or in both online and in-person contexts (Pataraia et 

al., 2014; Van Waes et al., 2015). In addition to better understanding faculty members’ 

PLNs, these studies also sought correlations between network types and outcomes, such 

as the type of networks more common among newer faculty members versus those who 

were deemed exemplary instructors (Van Waes et al., 2015). Studies often analyze the 

diversity of one’s networks, as this is one value of connectivism (Lalonde, 2011; Van 

Waes et al., 2015). More generally, studies have analyzed PLNs to understand efficacy as 

determined by faculty members themselves (Lalonde, 2011; Roxå & Mårtensson, 2009).  

Wherever faculty develop their networks, these networks have been shown to 

support professional growth in teaching (Gehrke & Kezar, 2019; Roxå & Mårtensson, 

2009; Trust et al., 2017; Van Waes et al., 2015; Van Waes et al., 2018), re-energize mid-

career faculty to learn from one another (Green et al., 2013; Sherer et al., 2003), and 

sustain under-represented faculty (Collins & Steffen-Fluhr, 2018; Jones et al., 2015). The 

ability to develop online networks is key to cultivating more connections beyond one’s 

institution, which is key to “effective learning and spread of innovations in teaching” 

(Pataraia et al., 2014). One connectivist innovation in wider access to knowledge and 

people came in the form of massively open online courses (MOOCs). 

Massively Open Online Courses (MOOCs). To ensure their 2008 online course 

embodied a connectivist environment, George Siemens and Stephen Downes made 

Connectivism and Connective Knowledge (a part of University of Manitoba’s Certificate 

in Adult Education program) open to anyone (Downes, 2012). More specifically, after 25 
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students took the course for credit, they opened a non-credit form of the course for 

anyone—2,300 signed up (Cormier & Siemens, 2010). This course would become the 

first massively open online course, or MOOC (although not called by this term at the 

time), and inspired other institutions and eventually educational companies to adapt the 

MOOC design. Apart from the industrialized MOOC design (sometimes distinguished as 

an xMOOC), educators have studied participant experiences with MOOCs more in line 

with connectivist practices, or what has been called cMOOCs, which are more 

participant-led (Bali & Caines, 2018; Honeychurch et al., 2016; Milligan et al., 2013; 

Wang et al., 2018; Wang et al., 2014). While mainstream xMOOCs have high structure 

with some interactive opportunities in a forum or quizzing, cMOOCs focus on 

connections more than a strict learning path. A cMOOC is more likely to offer a menu of 

possible content with some facilitation, but mostly for individuals to plot out their own 

path with the content, share process and results with fellow participants, and bring 

participant activity into their own path, forming a learning network of content and people 

(Downes, 2012, p. 504).  

Connectivism generated excitement among eager online learners within and 

beyond higher education. It expressed educators’ sense that the internet was a game 

changer: the fact that educators can be more easily connected to other people and 

information has to change the way learning happens. Faculty developers Maha Bali and 

Autumm Caines (2018) based faculty development approach in connectivism, offering 

“dual-pathway MOOCs” as one of four ways to increase inclusion and equity in 

educational development made possible by online technologies. Bali also wrote with 

others (Honeychurch et al., 2016) about her experiences in a cMOOC on rhizomatic 
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learning—a subtopic of connectivism that claims no formal direction or structure to 

learning (Cormier, 2008). They wrote about the participant-led nature of the course, 

largely how it migrated from the formal online platform (learning management system, or 

LMS) to a Facebook group where interaction lasted beyond the MOOC’s set time period. 

In a digital autoethnography, Crump (2014) described her experience in this rhizomatic 

learning cMOOC along with 11 other MOOCs on digital literacy and online learning. 

Crump rated success in a MOOC by achieving “learning pertinent to my goals … active 

blogging, social learning with peers and the development of ongoing network 

connections.” Through her participation, she gained confidence in the blogging process 

as she received more supportive responses/comments among MOOC participants. 

Some studies based in higher education contexts have analyzed features of 

learning through a connectivist lens, specifically in the contexts of cMOOCs (Kop, 2011; 

Wang et al., 2018; Wang et al., 2014). Other studies use language similar to connectivism 

either without explicitly stating their specific conception of social learning theory or 

referring to related theories such as networked learning (Conole et al., 2011; White & Le 

Cornu, 2011) or situated learning theory that cites communities of practice and 

collectivism (Trust et al., 2017). 

Praxis 

Communities of practice involve people learning through practice. Theory and 

practice are often perceived as a dichotomy. Marx, however, saw a mutual relationship 

between theory and practice. In Marxist tradition, theory seeks to understand how the 

concrete natural condition has come to be, as a result of cultural events. Theory, then, can 

also be used to make the world as we intend it to be. This belief produced the idea of 
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praxis, or critically examining one’s everyday practice and transforming this practice into 

an intentional agent of social change. In reflecting on her situated learning theory, Lave 

(2019) explained, “It is not knowledge that produces social life or is social life but rather 

(a fundamental tenet of theories of praxis) it is the making and doing of social life that 

produce changing knowledgeabilities as part of ongoing practice” (p. 141). Social 

practice theory is often applied to how teachers learn, for “teaching [is] a social practice, 

which entails focusing on the practicalities, activities, and interconnections of routine of 

teachers’ work” (Kumpulainen et al., 2019, p. 5). Social practice theory focuses on the 

routine and everyday-ness of one’s activity (Gibbs, 2004; Lave, 2019, p. 157; Lave & 

Wenger, 1991, p. 47).  

Theory of praxis blends the relationship between theory and practice, focusing on 

how humans have the unique capability to reflect on how their actions work in 

conjunction with collective conditions and issues, and align these actions to societal 

change (Scatamburlo-D’Annibale et al., 2018, p. 551). In applying praxis to teaching and 

learning, Lave (2019) viewed “learning, learners, ongoing practices, and the conduct of 

everyday lives in movement among contexts historically forged in struggles, are always 

but never only political-economic ones” (p. 157). In other words, ongoing practice not 

only contributes to learning and improvement, but also to sustaining or resisting political 

and economic forces.  

Critical pedagogy, as expressed by Paulo Freire, bell hooks, and Henry Giroux, 

applies praxis to education. In Teaching to Transgress, hooks (1994) argued for practical 

theory, for “any theory that cannot be shared in everyday conversation cannot be used to 

educate the public” (p. 64). In critical pedagogy’s theory of praxis, education must serve 
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society at large, and be skeptical of the ways educational institutions otherwise reinforce 

capitalist values, hegemonic norms, and the interests of the powerful.  

An argument one might make from a praxis-based perspective is that teaching and 

learning are too focused on production and outcomes rather than process and experience 

(Kumpulainien et al., 2019; Scamtamburlo-D’Annibale et al., 2018). “Outcomes” and the 

“cult of success” (Gibbs et al., 2004, p. 189) are measured in capitalistic forms such as 

grades, attendance, “seat time” (student time in a class session), duration (i.e., time to 

degree), and employment rather than the quality of the practice, ownership of one’s 

academic labor, and agency of the experience from the students’ perspectives. Similarly, 

Lave (2019) described situated learning as based in social practice theory and theory of 

praxis, and insisted on “decentering analyses of learning” in favor of analyzing the 

learning environment (p. 135). The “ungrading” movement, which has a strong presence 

on Twitter, is an example of praxis-based teaching development among faculty, who seek 

to minimize grading as part of the learning process in favor of feedback, reflection, and 

self-evaluation. 

These three social learning theory constructs—community of practice, 

connectivism, and praxis—are useful for considering how faculty learn about teaching 

from one another, how these social learning opportunities are expanded in online spaces, 

and how faculty leverage social learning opportunities to critically analyze teaching 

norms and adjust their teaching theory and practice to affect social change. In order to 

study how online-based social learning around teaching thrives, it is crucial to see the 

“multiple communities of practice” in which faculty teaching development takes place 

and how these communities affect one another.  
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Faculty Teaching Development: Motivations and Online-Based Practices 

While faculty have always relied on informal and nonformal methods of teaching 

development, formal learning opportunities help faculty build skills that were not a part 

of their graduate education and faculty career preparation. Teaching development 

opportunities have become key to supporting faculty through the various responsibilities 

of teaching, often organized by institutionally situated teaching and learning centers 

(TLCs). These TLCs provide teaching and learning support for faculty in the form of 

consultations, workshops, and more sustained learning opportunities like multi-week 

courses, seminars, conferences, or learning communities, often situated on a brick-and-

mortar campus (Austin & Sorcinelli, 2013). While some institutions provide incentives 

for participating in TLC programming (certificates, links to promotion, requirements, 

monetary compensation), these programs are largely voluntary. Like their students, 

faculty time and resources are increasingly stretched (Austin & Sorcinelli, 2013), and 

while faculty would like to dedicate more time to teaching development, institutional 

priorities often encourage faculty to push teaching development to the backburner (Lian, 

2014). At a time when faculty resources are low and the stakes for their teaching success 

are high, TLCs must base their learning opportunities on faculty needs and motivations, 

and meet faculty where and when they are.  

If higher education institutions are calling on faculty to improve or expand their 

teaching and learning practices, and faculty are to engage in this work while maintaining 

their ever-growing responsibilities, TLCs must consider how they can best support 

faculty with varied needs (Austin & Sorcinelli, 2013). One underutilized form of teaching 

development is online communities of practice, both formally organized by TLCs and 
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informally cultivated by individual faculty and faculty groups. Just as online learning is 

meant to increase access to the diverse learning and life needs of students, TLCs will 

need to leverage diverse “modes of delivery of programming for both faculty and faculty 

developers,” specifically blended and fully online learning opportunities (Austin & 

Sorcinelli, 2013, p. 93).  

In 888 faculty survey responses, top motivators for participating in teaching-

related professional development had to do with convenience of time and location, which 

respondents contextualized by explaining the need for more high-quality online learning 

opportunities (Lian, 2014). The fact that 60.6 % said that “time, location, and 

inconvenience” were major barriers to professional development participation (p. 115) 

suggests that many willing participants are left in the margins. The need for more 

flexible, asynchronous, and ubiquitous learning does not mean less connected (Bali & 

Caines, 2018): educators and those who support them will need to be connected to other 

educators in formal and non-formal communities of practice (Stafford, 2014). 

Communities of practice can form unintentionally and organically (Wenger et al., 2002) 

such as those formed in academic departments and disciplines (Feldman, 2020; Jawicz, 

2009; Mathieson, 2019; Viskovic, 2006), but educational developers can play an 

important role in building productive communities of practice online and help faculty 

build and expand their own communities and networks intentionally (Cohn et al., 2016; 

Di Petta, 1998; McKenna et al., 2016; Pataraia et al., 2014; Sipes et al., 2020; Stafford, 

2014). Understanding what motivates faculty to develop their teaching in online 

communities of practice, and the opportunities and barriers in professional learning 

online can inform how educational developers engage in this work. 



33 

Faculty Motivation in Teaching 

For faculty development programs to be effective, faculty developers must be 

cognizant of what motivates faculty to improve their teaching practices and seek out 

learning opportunities provided in faculty development programming. While some higher 

education institutions require professional development (Åkerlind, 2007; Gibbs & 

Coffey, 2014; Rizzuto, 2017; Viskovic, 2006), this extrinsic motivation does not 

effectively translate to motivation to change teaching practice and continue developing 

one’s teaching identity (Stupinsky et al., 2018). Even in the absence of professional 

development requirements, many faculty members genuinely enjoy and value their 

teaching roles (Green et al., 2013) and seek professional development to help create 

learning environments that motivate students and help them succeed (Calkins, 2008). 

Based on a study of 1,671 faculty from 19 universities, “finding teaching enjoyable and 

important led faculty to report increased utilization of all four teaching best practices 

analyzed in the current study: instructional clarity, higher-order learning, reflective and 

integrative learning, and collaborative learning” (Stupnisky et al., 2018, p. 23). Teaching 

enjoyment and quality often work together. 

Faculty are engaging in TLCs’ professional development opportunities, but the 

challenge lies in understanding the opportunities and constraints surrounding their 

motivations. Teaching development programs need a holistic understanding of faculty 

careers within their institutions in order to support faculty, informed by adult 

development theory (Bali & Caines, 2018; Henning, 2012; Merritt, 2017; Rizzuto, 2017) 

and the professional socialization of academics (Clar et al., 1986). Caffarella and Zinn 

(1999) applied Zinn’s early framework of educator professional development into four 
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domains: people and interpersonal relationships, institutional structures, personal 

considerations and commitments, and intellectual and psychosocial characteristics. All of 

these domains are working at the same time, although some will come to the foreground 

depending on circumstances. As a result, TLCs may see from any faculty member a 

sudden burst of professional development participation followed a trickle or complete 

absence (p. 242). This participation may come from a combination of intrinsic and 

extrinsic motivation, concepts key to self-determination theory. 

Self-determination theory applied to teaching motivation. When exploring 

faculty motivation to develop teaching practice, researchers have found Deci and Ryan’s 

self-determination theory a useful framework due to the autonomous nature of faculty 

work and values (Calkins, 2018; Lian, 2014; Saroyan & Trigwell, 2015; Stupinsky et al., 

2018). Deci and Ryan’s (1985) self-determination theory (SDT) poses three main 

motivators to individual action: autonomy, competence, and relatedness—factors integral 

to faculty careers. In “Beyond Carrots and Sticks: What Really Motivates Faculty,” Jon 

Wergin (2011) summed up four motivators for faculty: autonomy, community, 

recognition and efficacy. Wergin saw these four motivators as consistently identified in 

research on faculty motivation (p. 50). As Wergin claimed, these conditions are crucial 

for faculty, who lead highly autonomous careers and aspire to be innovative experts in 

their fields (competence), which is often determined by the recognizability and usability 

of their work (relatedness).  

Another important aspect of Deci and Ryan’s self-determination theory (SDT) is 

the role of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. An action is intrinsically motivated when 

the action itself is the reward, whereas extrinsically motivated action is executed to 



35 

“attain some separable outcome” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 60). Learners experience 

intrinsic motivation when they choose to take a course based on their interest in the 

material and curiosity, while extrinsic motivation brings a learner to a class when that 

course is required to earn a certificate or degree. The argument to reduce and eliminate 

grades from schools (i.e., ungrading or going gradeless) is largely grounded in SDT’s 

intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, citing grades as the extrinsic motivator that suffocates 

our intrinsic motivation to learn. 

Intrinsic and extrinsic motivation cannot be separated easily: someone’s intrinsic 

motivation may require extrinsic motivation at certain points. Related to faculty teaching 

development, faculty may be intrinsically motivated to learn about teaching with a wider 

network of colleagues, and they may be extrinsically motivated to use technologies to 

engage in this network in ways that otherwise might not be possible. In 2000, Ryan and 

Deci explored the intricacies of extrinsic motivation, answering criticism that self-

determination theory discounted the power of extrinsic motivation by posing two 

subtheories: Cognitive Evaluation Theory, which explains factors of intrinsic motivation; 

and Organismic Integration Theory, which details factors that lead to different forms of 

extrinsic motivation.  

Teaching development as it relates to technology is a common example of the 

intersection of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Faculty may not be initially motivated 

to learn new technology or engage in professional development online, but they want to 

achieve an outcome that the technology affords, such as learning about a pedagogical 

topic, enhancing student learning (Henning et al., 2012; Stupnisky et al., 2018), or 

engaging with other faculty in a convenient format (Gao & Li, 2019). Ryan and Deci’s 
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Organismic Integration Theory puts extrinsic motivation on a long spectrum of self-

regulated behavior. The spectrum is organized into five stages of motivation: 

amotivation, external regulation, introjection, identification, and integration. Each stage is 

characterized by regulatory style, associated process, and perceived locus of causality 

(i.e., the faculty member is imposing the extrinsic motivation on themselves rather than 

someone else). The more successful the extrinsic motivation, the more integrated the 

action is into the person’s life, the more closely matched the action is to intrinsic 

motivation, and the more the actor perceives themselves in control of the action. For 

example, most faculty do not want to attend a webinar because they are interested in how 

web-conferencing technology works, but because they want to hear a speaker, learn about 

a topic, or be able to present in webinars to reach a wider audience. 

Barriers to Teaching-Related Professional Development 

While many faculty are interested in developing their teaching practices, they 

have cited barriers to teaching-related professional development such as lack of time 

(Brownell & Tanner, 2012; Houghton et al., 2015; Lian, 2014; Milem et al., 2000; Singell 

& Lillydahl, 1996; Weisgerber & Butler, 2011), lack of flexibility in current offerings 

(Bali & Caines, 2018; Lian, 2014), lack of access to programming (Howard, 2016; Pruett 

& Pollard, 2013), and professional development that did not fit their needs (Åkerlind, 

2007; Austin & Sorcinelli, 2013; Bali & Caines, 2018). Faculty, especially those who 

were not early-career faculty, were not always content with traditional teaching and 

learning center programming but are looking for deeper, more sustained reflection with 

one another (Gehrke & Kezar, 2019; Green et al., 2013; Sherer et al., 2003; Honeychurch 

et al., 2016) on a diverse set of teaching-related topics (Roxå & Mårtensson, 2009; Trust 
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et al., 2017). One teaching and learning center director lamented that “faculty are so busy 

and the pace of life has changed so much from the early days of faculty development” 

(Beach et al., 2016, p. 135). Professional identities may also make it risky for faculty to 

develop their teaching identities, which can be perceived as a risk to one’s research 

identity, especially for faculty in STEM fields (Brownell & Tanner, 2012).  

Similar to the call to teach the students we have rather than the students we wish 

we had (Goldrick-Rab & Stommel, 2018), faculty developers should design learning 

opportunities for the faculty they have (e.g., engaged beyond the physical campus, 

adjunct, under-resourced) rather than the faculty they wished they had “from the early 

days of faculty development” (Beach et al., 2016, p. 135). Many faculty have expressed 

that more online opportunities for faculty development would help (Austin & Sorcinelli, 

2013; Bali & Caines, 2018; Brewer et al., 2018; Brooks & Gibson, 2012; Lian, 2014; 

Sweet et al., 2017). Teaching and learning centers are creating more online professional 

development, but are in the early stages of creating engaging online programs that best 

meet the diverse needs of faculty and allows faculty to learn from one another in 

communities of practice. Nevertheless, TLCs are working to not only increase access for 

self-directed, just-in-time online learning opportunities, but also ways to create engaging, 

ongoing communities of practice (Bali & Caines, 2018; Cohn et al., 2016; Sipes et al., 

2020). 
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Web-Based Teaching Development 

Many teaching and learning centers provide some web-based, self-paced 

resources (curated articles, videos, and other learning material about teaching) that serve 

as an important bridge to real-time programming. While TLCs often use online spaces to 

provide static learning material, social-based development opportunities online such as 

webinars and discussion forums are not commonplace (aside from the COVID-19 

pandemic, which forced programming to move to online spaces starting in March 2020). 

In a questionnaire on the frequency of programs used by 310 teaching and learning 

centers, online methods ranked among the lowest (e.g., webinars, asynchronous online 

programs), except for “web-based resources” which were rated third out of 16 categories 

(Beach et al., 2016, pp. 76-77). Resource-strained faculty are consulting these web-based 

teaching resources regularly: In a survey of 120 full-time community college professors’ 

frequency of teaching development action, 25% said they consulted online resources 

about teaching and learning daily, with another 32% saying they do so weekly (Nielsen, 

2018, p. 95). While “gave ideas & resources to colleagues” and “gained ideas & 

resources from interactions with students” received the same amount of “weekly” rates, 

only 9-10% reported these actions daily. 

Survey results drawn from 310 teaching and learning centers showed that centers 

recognized a need to increase online offerings for teaching development. The challenge 

comes in reaching beyond web-based repositories of information. The researchers 

themselves struggled with conceptualizing engaging, connected online learning for 

faculty, for they contrasted “technology-driven” faculty development with “peer or 

consultant connections,” even while acknowledging that “each approach could be aided 
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by technology” (Beach et al., 2016, p. 77). This false association of technology as 

disconnected was also repeated by one of the study participants, who said, “There 

appears to be more reliance on Web-based learning and not enough opportunities for 

social and transformative learning about the practice of teaching,” as if “Web-based 

learning” comes at the expense of and is not compatible with “social and transformative 

learning about the practice of teaching” (p. 99). All other comments in this survey 

expressed that faculty development needed to better use technology to facilitate teaching 

development that is more conducive and relevant to faculty. Nevertheless, there seems to 

be a consistent challenge in how to make web-mediated teaching development as 

engaging and connected as faculty developers have perceived traditional face-to-face 

teaching development to be.   

Academic development researchers argued that teaching and learning centers 

need to provide more strategic and flexible educational development opportunities, 

including asynchronous and online forms of learning and engagement (Bali & Caines, 

2018; Brewer et al., 2018; Cohn et al., 2016; Leafstedt & Pacansky-Brock, 2016; Lian, 

2014; Pruett & Pollard, 2013; Sipes et al., 2020; Stafford, 2014). Web-based teaching 

development may be many faculty members’ optimal or only way “for development 

relationships with their peers, especially those relationships that are so critical for 

assimilating into the academy” (Brooks, 2010, p. 266). Assimilation is more difficult for 

faculty whose identities or teaching interests are marginal to the academy, and teaching 

development in online spaces often provides such faculty more opportunities to connect 

to a wider network (Bali & Caines, 2018; Barnes & Netolicky, 2019; Brooks, 2010; 

McKenna et al., 2016; Sipes et al., 2020).  
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To expand teaching development options and cultivate connections among 

faculty, the most effective evaluation of teaching development should consider both 

informal and formal methods of teaching development (Chalmers & Gardiner, 2015, p. 

83; Cranton, 2016; Nielsen, 2018). While faculty learning communities are a popular 

mode of faculty-led teaching development (Cox, 2004), there is still limited research on 

learning communities facilitated online. In their call for communities of practice to shape 

the future of faculty development, Stark and Smith (2016) paid limited attention to virtual 

communities of practice, noting their significant barriers, and especially, the 

environment’s impersonal nature (p. 60). Some scholarship has argued for and described 

a blend of formal and informal web-based learning via personal learning networks 

(Gladney, 2011; Herman, 2012; Lalonde, 2011; Leafstedt & Pacansky-Brock, 2016; Luo 

et al., 2020; Sipes et al., 2020; Stafford, 2014). While faculty skills with using online 

media to find and forge communities of practice is still emerging, it is increasingly 

possible for faculty to build meaningful connections online (Gao & Li, 2019; Stafford, 

2014), even without establishing connections in person first (Barnes & Netolicky, 2019; 

Sage et al., 2019). Understanding the current landscape for web-based teaching 

development—both through formal programming and less formal networks and 

collaborative spaces—can help determine how to increase teaching development 

opportunities. 

Formal teaching development online. In a growing body of research, scholars 

have explored what motivates faculty to engage in teaching development in an online 

format (Bond & Lockee, 2014; Cohn et al., 2016; Henning, 2012; Merritt, 2017; Pruett & 

Pollard, 2013; Rizzuto, 2017; Rutz et al., 2012; Saadatmand et al., 2017; 
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Samarawickrema et al., 2010; Sweet et al., 2017; Vaughn & Garrison, 2005). Most of 

these studies focused on designing formal, institution-based faculty development in an 

online format, such as websites with blog-based discussion spaces, asynchronous courses, 

workshops or learning communities. “Formality” refers to the structure and intentionality 

of the learning environment, such as those designed by educational developers and 

instructional designers (Stafford, 2014): a course or online module would be more formal 

than social media posts and newsletters with links to resources, as faculty come to online 

modules and sessions with an intention to invest time and effort in learning while social 

media posts are more incidental with less time on task. “Format” refers to how much of 

the learning opportunities take place online, and in what form.  

Four studies evaluated faculty development approaches in a formal, fully-online 

format: graduate level course on online learning design (Henning, 2012; Saadatmand et 

al., 2017) and online multi-session workshops specifically for faculty (Rizzuto, 2017; 

Samarawickrema et al., 2010). These and other studies found that opportunities to engage 

in personal reflection and application to faculty participants’ work context were 

important motivators, especially in a mostly asynchronous online environment (Brooks & 

Gibson, 2012; Rizzuto, 2017; Vaughn & Garrison, 2005, Wildman et al., 2000). Since 

these four studies were based on formal structures that had a clear point of completion 

(i.e., completing a course or module), clarity was a key motivator for faculty learners, 

which limited the amount of experimentation or redirection a facilitator and participants 

could take. In terms of Garrison and Anderson’s Community of Inquiry framework—

which conceptualizes an engaging online learning environment as made up of cognitive 

presence, teacher presence, and social presence—facilitator presence was important in 
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maintaining momentum among a group of faculty learners (Di Petta, 1998; Rizzuto, 

2017; Vaughn & Garrison, 2015). Interacting with other participants was welcome, but 

not the top motivator since teacher presence was the main catalyst for participants 

interacting with one another (e.g., facilitators prompt or require participant interaction).  

While more formal web-based faculty development featured high structure and 

strong “teacher” presence, less formal faculty development opportunities that were more 

participant-led emphasized strong social presence, such as lightly facilitated groups 

online (Bali & Caines, 2018; Honeychurch et al., 2016; Samarawickrema et al., 2010) 

and online learning communities (Bali & Caines, 2018; Sherer et al., 2003; Wildman et 

al., 2000). Massively open online courses (MOOCs) are a good example: while originally 

inspired by the founders of connectivism (George Siemens and Stephen Downes) as 

radically open courses focused on autonomous learning through networks (now called 

“cMOOCs”), this structure was industrialized into the highly structured, teacher-centric 

MOOCs produced by Coursera and edX (called “xMOOCs”). Faculty who participated in 

cMOOCs praised the experimental nature of these faculty development experiences, 

which helped develop a critical awareness of pedagogical choices and the ways in which 

cMOOCs made participants responsible for their learning as part of a community (Bali & 

Caines, 2018; Crump, 2014; Honeychurch et al., 2016; Milligan et al., 2013). Some 

participants admitted that such structures are catered more toward faculty who are skilled 

at navigating networks online, and that these structures could exclude other faculty less 

experienced with this type of format (Crump, 2014; Honeychurch et al, 2016). 

There are many web-based faculty development structures between self-paced 

online courses and experimental cMOOCs. Blended learning (a mix of in-person and 
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online events) provides key opportunities, as beginning with online synchronous events 

can jumpstart a community of learners (Vaughn & Garrison, 2005), set the foundation 

and pace for a program, and help a discussion “gain traction” (Bali & Caines, 2018, p. 

14) while continuing conversation in an asynchronous online environment can deepen 

integration and reflection with more flexible timing (Bali & Caines, 2018; Sweet et al., 

2017; Vaughn & Garrison, 2005). Starting synchronous or face-to-face allows faculty to 

build connections ahead of online learning (Samarawickrema et al., 2010; Vaughn & 

Garrison, 2005). In a large, fully online program that organized learning communities of 

engineering educators, community was solidified through synchronous and asynchronous 

activities, structured in their timing but self-directed in what faculty participants 

discussed and worked on (McKenna et al., 2016). Faculty development professionals in 

the California State University system also encouraged teaching and learning centers to 

“untether” their faculty development programs by adding flexible online options to 

current face-to-face learning opportunities through live-streaming, online discussion, 

recording, and just-in-time teaching resources (Leafstedt & Pacansky-Brock, 2016). One 

institution in the California State University system started by redesigning their teaching 

and learning website based on the needs and feedback of their faculty, starting with 

teaching resources and then creating a community-building infrastructure around these 

resources in the form of blog discussion features (Cohn et al., 2016). 

Overall, these studies have shown that formal web-based teaching development 

programs rely on clear structure and a strong facilitator. Even face-to-face faculty 

development relies on structure, but organic discussion among participants is easier to 

achieve when everyone is gathered in a physical space at the same time. While web-
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based learning can be rich and creative in new ways distinct from face-to-face formats, 

most faculty have little if any experience being online learners (Darby, 2019). If faculty 

are accustomed to social learning and networking, it is important to look beyond these 

formal teaching development opportunities to the ways faculty can (and do) learn about 

teaching from others in less formal ways online. As these forms of teaching development 

are less familiar to faculty, teaching and learning centers could help faculty learn how to 

learn from others in informal online contexts. 

Informal teaching development online. As graduates of educational institutions, 

faculty are familiar with formal professional learning environments, meaning those 

programs designed and implemented by others in a specific structure. As experts in their 

fields, faculty are also accustomed to cobbling together their own learning opportunities 

based on their interests and needs. This simultaneous leveraging of formal and informal 

learning “in physical and virtual spaces” has been described as “learning ecologies” 

(Hollett & Kalir, 2017). While the concept of learning ecologies has begun in secondary 

education contexts in considering how teachers can create environments that intertwine 

formal and informal learning, Hollett and Kalir found the concept useful for “adult 

learners as they curate both tools and pathways based upon their needs and goals” (p. 

237). The goal in this work was to teach professionals to create their own learning 

ecologies that “make their learning enjoyable and personally meaningful” (p. 236), 

specifically by using social learning tools like Slack (a robust, closed group messaging 

system) and Hypothes.is (a social annotation reading tool, public or private) to connect 

course content and discussion to learning they do in informal spaces like social media. 

They recognized success when students cultivated their own learning ecologies by 
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identifying their evolving learning needs and adopting online platforms accordingly (pp. 

241-242).  

Creating a professional learning environment that meets faculty where they are 

needs to consider online spaces, both in providing faculty learning material and allowing 

them to contribute learning material. A social learning perspective suggests that faculty 

may come to online spaces to browse repositories and gain insight from others, but they 

additionally learn how to learn as a community, moving along a continuum of social 

online learning from personal learning network to community of practice (Sipes et al., 

2020, p. 190), similar to what White and Le Cornu (2011) called “digital visitors and 

residents.” In a digital ethnography of religious education teachers, one participant shared 

that while she came to an online group to glean knowledge and resources, she observed 

helpfulness as a professional disposition, which inspired her to reciprocate that 

helpfulness (Robson, 2018, p. 446). Reciprocity is an important aspect of a successful 

online community of practice, as it makes faculty more likely to remain in the community 

as an active participant (Lalonde, 2011; Roxå & Mårtensson, 2009; Richmond, 2014). 

A few studies have focused on less formal ways faculty connect with one another 

online, either with the support of institutions or by faculty forming their own learning 

communities beyond institutional boundaries (Bali & Caines, 2018; Brooks & Gibson, 

2012; Honeychurch et al., 2016; Pataraia et al., 2014; Sherer et al., 2003; Trust et al., 

2017; Wildman et al., 2000). Many studies have evaluated the efficacy of faculty 

communities of practice to develop teaching (Firestone et al., 2020; Gehrke & Kezar, 

2019; Green et al., 2013; Roxå & Mårtensson, 2009; Stark & Smith, 2017; Warhurst, 

2006), but these studies were predominantly set in face-to-face contexts. Brooks (2010) 
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argued for the importance of developing teaching-related communities of practice online, 

where faculty “may engage in online communities for multiple purposes at the same 

time” (p. 264).  

Researchers have had success studying online communities of practice when the 

practice was based in online teaching. When educational developers at Open University 

in England found that creative, curious instructors were becoming more constrained as 

online instructors, they organized online peer observation groups that allowed faculty to 

see what other online faculty were doing in their online classes. As a result, these faculty 

were able to build fruitful relationships and communities, which led to increased 

creativity and curiosity about online teaching (Harper & Nicolson, 2013). Similarly, at 

the EdTech Commons website at University of California Davis, faculty developers 

included a variety of short videos in which faculty were sharing their online teaching 

approaches, and then built faculty discussion spaces surrounding these community-

specific resources (Cohn et al., 2016). Indiana University Bloomington took a similar 

approach to build a community of practice around the scholarship of teaching and 

learning (Sipes et al., 2020). These studies sought to increase community buy-in and 

belonging by building faculty members’ personal learning networks related to teaching. 

Faculty Personal Learning Network Development 

Personal learning networks are “deliberately formed networks of people and 

resources capable of guiding our independent learning goals and professional 

development needs” (Weisberger & Butler, 2011). While the idea of technology-

enhanced personal learning networks comes out of connectivism, David Warlick (2009) 

is often cited as the creator of the personal learning network (PLN) concept. He cited 
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three types of PLNs: personally maintained synchronous connections, socially maintained 

semi-synchronous connections, and dynamically maintained asynchronous connections 

(pp. 13-14). While learning through networks predates the internet, PLNs received 

greater attention and curation since networks become larger and more diverse due to 

widespread internet access. 

Traditionally, faculty form networks based on their physical surroundings, from 

the colleague down the hall to the scholar seen once a year at an academic conference. 

Wherever faculty develop their networks, these networks have been shown to support 

professional growth in teaching (Gehrke & Kezar, 2019; Trust et al., 2017; Van Waes et 

al., 2015; Van Waes et al., 2018), re-energize mid-career faculty to learn about teaching 

from one another (Green et al., 2013; Sherer et al., 2003), and sustain under-represented 

and under-resourced faculty (Collins & Steffen-Fluhr, 2018; Jones et al., 2015; 

Schoening & Oliver, 2016). The ability to develop online networks is key to cultivating 

connections beyond one’s institution, which is key to “effective learning and spread of 

innovations in teaching” (Pataraia et al., 2014), especially for faculty in STEM fields 

(Brownell & Tanner, 2012; McKenna et al., 2016). 

Because faculty have autonomous careers in which higher productivity is 

expected, faculty rely on networks for success in every area of their career (Benbow & 

Lee, 2019; Gonzales & Terosky, 2018; Niehaus & O’Meara, 2015). Networking in only 

face-to-face contexts such as a campus and conferences does not fully meet the needs of 

faculty who experience barriers to network building, such as those who are 

underrepresented or marginalized in their institution or discipline (Collins & Steffen-

Fluhr, 2018; Jones et al., 2015; Lanclos & White, 2015) or those with fewer opportunities 
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and resources such as adjunct faculty and faculty at rural or isolated institutions (Barnes 

& Netolicky, 2019; Carpenter & Krutka, 2014; Howard, 2016; Pruett & Pollard, 2013). 

Survey data from 121 community college professors in rural Canada indicated that those 

faculty who participated in more professional development generally saw the value of 

online networking and resources to continue developing their teaching practices (Nielsen, 

2018). Additionally, one faculty member deemed themselves “an academic hobo” 

because they were the only faculty member at their institution with a particular area of 

expertise, which this person found “liberating” since their strong online collaborative 

network was in place (Stewart, 2015, para. 44). Even those with viable in-person 

networking opportunities need to build diverse networks, which lead to better teaching 

and career outcomes (Pataraia et al., 2014; Van Waes et al., 2018). Building networks 

online allows for more global connections and scholarly collaborations (Barnes & 

Netolicky, 2019; Sage et al., 2019). 

Networks are generally important to faculty success, and researchers on digital 

scholarship have studied the ways faculty use their networks to advance their scholarly 

identity and research practices, especially through vast social networking spaces like 

Twitter (Budge et al., 2016; Lanclos & White, 2015; Luo et al., 2020; McMillan Cottom, 

2015; Stewart, 2015; Veletsianos, 2012; Veletsianos & Kimmons, 2013). Social media 

provides the most accessible, familiar spaces to tap into current online discussions, but 

faculty may be uncertain about how to get started, where they should look, and what to 

expect. 
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Social Media and Professional Development 

If university educators hold that higher education is “part of the transition from 

schooling in an authorised canon of knowledge to a critical understanding of existing 

bodies of knowledge and the eventual production of new knowledge” (Jones, 2015, p. 

48), it behooves scholars to acknowledge the places where knowledge production 

happens beyond books, academic journals, and conferences. Social media produces 

abundant opportunities for networking, providing faculty with increased access to 

information and people. While not the only online space analyzed regarding faculty 

online networks, Twitter is the most common space for PLN development (Luo et al., 

2020), as it is the most open and active (Budge et al., 2016; Carpenter & Krutka, 2014; 

Jordan, 2016; Thoma et al., 2018; Veletsianos, 2012) and can lead to deep connections 

and collaborations (Barnes & Netlocky, 2019; Sage et al., 2019). Studies have followed 

faculty networking practices in other public social media spaces like Facebook (Gruzd & 

Haythornthwaite, 2013; Honeychurch et al., 2016) and LinkedIn (Kantanen & Manninen, 

2016; Richmond, 2014), yet faculty and other educators most frequently used Twitter to 

expand their personal learning networks and connect to communities of practice 

(Lalonde, 2011; Luo et al., 2020; Trust et al., 2017; Weisgerber & Butler, 2011). In a 

study comparing faculty network development on Twitter and academia-based 

networking sites such as Academia.edu and ResearchGate, the academia-based sites 

produced more dense networks, but tended to reproduce professional hierarchies (Jordan, 

2016). Twitter afforded faculty more direct access to top scholars and under-recognized 

thinkers, reproducing rank-based stratification at a lower rate than other social 

networking sites (Gruzd & Haythornthwaite, 2013; Jordan, 2016).  
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While formal professional development via social media has not been a frequent 

topic of study, more has been published on the self-led professional development 

opportunities individual educators develop on social media (Atkins et al., 2017, p. 255; 

Carpenter et al., 2020; Fucoloro, 2012; Luo et al., 2020; Veletsianos & Stewart, 2016). 

Medical students deemed “superusers” of Twitter used the platform for professional 

development, which increased their “access and voice” (Chretien et al., 2015). Even if 

faculty came to social media for scholarly purposes, they also ended up finding it as a 

space to develop their teaching as well (Skallerup Bessette, 2020; Luo et al., 2020). 

Faculty reported that rich online networks resulted in “social media serendipity,” 

meaning a relevant teaching resource popped up exactly when it was needed (Weisberger 

& Butler, 2011, pp. 356-357). In a study of professional development-related hashtag use 

on Twitter, Veletsianos (2017) found that while hashtag use was not generally robust and 

long-lived, hashtags that connected to faculty identity were generally more effective (p. 

290). This finding suggested what other social media teaching development research has 

indicated: a sense of personal connection to the group or purpose is key in online 

engagement.  

In connectivist terms, social media provides ready access to abundant information 

and many people, which works well for individuals but can make the formation of group 

identity difficult. Formal professional development could initiate this group identity in an 

online format or social media presence. One instructional designer who facilitated an 

annual faculty learning community called Digital Pedagogy, Identity, Networks, and 

Scholarship (DigPINS) has had the group use the Twitter hashtag #DigPINS to bring 

their learning activity into the digital public (Bali & Caines, 2018). While not 
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institutionally-based professional development, one connectivist MOOC started on a 

learning management system (e.g., Moodle, Blackboard, Canvas), but participant-led 

activity eventually migrated to a Facebook group, where the activity continued years 

beyond the timeline of the MOOC (Honeychurch et al., 2016).  

The research on faculty use of social media for professional development 

purposes has shown faculty have much to gain by leveraging social media, especially in 

teaching where faculty tend to have less training and support (Luo et al., 2020, p. 1676). 

Social media and other forms of social, informal learning online connected faculty to new 

educators and new ideas, and created a ubiquitous learning environment important to 

one’s learning ecology. Faculty were already engaging in social media at high rates for 

general professional purposes and for teaching identity development specifically, but this 

happened on an individual level, which may cause personal learning networks to thrive, 

but can make it difficult to form new communities of practice or find a way into existing 

communities of practice. While there was a sense that formal professional development 

programs should incorporate informal learning opportunities offered by social media 

(Chretien et al., 2015; Luo et al., 2020; Sipes et al., 2020), it has been difficult to find 

effective ways to merge these learning domains.  

Barriers to Online Network-Based Teaching Development 

While faculty like the idea of flexible online professional development, they may 

experience real and perceived barriers to this online activity. Using Prensky’s 

increasingly debunked digital native/immigrant analogy, most faculty may conceive of 

themselves as unable to “do” technology. Prensky’s argument, established in 2009, 

largely concluded that younger people were more adept users of digital technology 
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because they were “born” into it as opposed to older people for whom digital technology 

was more “foreign.” While this argument is increasingly deemed oversimplified and 

untrue, the idea persists (White & Le Cornu, 2011).  

Even for those willing to learn about online networking practices, there is a “gap 

in digital literacy and citizenship for learners” (Stafford, 2014, p. 111), or how to 

effectively participate in online communities. Faculty have perceived career risks in 

public online activity, particularly in the backlash one might receive in a public venue 

like Twitter (Luo, 2020; Stewart, 2020). They often cited the importance of trust among 

their online networks (Ardichvilli, 2008) and some sense of creating boundaries between 

personal and professional life (Lalonde, 2011; Roxå & Mårtensson, 2009), although this 

is a digital citizenship skill faculty social media users have honed over time, even 

intentionally blending personal and professional boundaries in their online personas 

(Veletsianos & Stewart, 2016).   

In some cases, faculty have also regarded public online activity as feeding 

academic capitalism (Slaughter & Leslie, 1997) by requiring faculty to cultivate a public 

online presence on top of their existing teaching, research, and service labor (McMillan 

Cottom, 2015). On the other hand, digital scholarship also has not received appropriate 

attention and credit, and therefore has not “counted” as service labor (Skallerup Bessette, 

2020; Utell, 2015). The risk and reward in online public spaces are increased for faculty 

from marginalized populations, as “microcelebrity and attention do not operate in the 

same way for all status groups” (McMillan Cottom, 2015, para. 3), meaning those in 

marginalized populations encounter more harassment as they become more visible and 

influential on social media. 
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Faculty members have claimed that their online networking practices are most 

successful when they cultivate meaningful connections, which often form core 

communities. Once trust, confidence, and some stability are maintained in these spaces, 

faculty become more adept at expanding networks with more diffuse ties (Roxå & 

Mårtensson, 2009; Veletsianos & Kimmons, 2013; Veletsianos & Stewart, 2016). 

Stewart’s (2020) study of networked participatory scholarship has found that “the price of 

admission” to public online communities like Twitter “is the willingness to engage, in 

public, over time, in sustained and iterative discussions over ideas and knowledge and 

what counts as the public good, among other things” (para. 4). For this reason, faculty 

might choose semi-private spaces such as Facebook groups, LinkedIn groups, or sites 

specific to academia.   

The key to faculty engaging in professional development through social media is 

for them to understand the platform, particularly the type of resources it provides and 

how it connects to their own learning goals (Gao & Li, 2019). Once social media is less 

of an unknown territory for faculty, one research study suggested that faculty social 

media users will strategically blur the lines between public and private identities as 

disclosed on these sites. They may disclose personal struggle to make an argument or 

because it will bring value to the online community (Veletsianos & Stewart, 2016). This 

type of faculty self-disclosure has been shown to increase community within classroom 

environments, and such disclosure if often easier to do in online networks (p. 8). 

Therefore, while risk is involved in online networking activity, faculty are continually 

finding the benefits of robust online communities to outweigh the risks. To this effect, the 
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theories communities of practice and connectivism may help inform successful 

networking practices online. 



55 

CHAPTER THREE 

METHODS 
 
 
 

As academic careers require faculty to be collaborative, connected, adaptable, and 

overall do more with less, they would benefit from engaging in communities of practice 

online. More so, online communities can help faculty push back on discipline and 

institutional professional norms by more easily accessing support and new perspectives 

(Budge et al., 2016). Virtual spaces such as listservs, social media, and other online 

groups provide opportunities for radical connection, exponentially expanding access and 

inclusion. Such faculty communities of practice are already flourishing online, but little 

research has explored how social learning theories can explain this online activity, and 

how faculty and those who support them can harness these opportunities to develop 

teaching practice and teaching identity (Luo et al., 2020, p. 1675). Community of Practice 

is a theory well-established in studies of faculty learning together about teaching (Kek & 

Hammer, 2015; Leibowitz, 2016; Tight, 2004), but there is more to develop as far as how 

educators learn from one another online (Luo et al., 2020; U.S. Department of Education, 

2014). Educational developers can play an important role in building thriving 

communities of practice online and help faculty build and expand their own communities 

and networks intentionally (Di Petta, 1998; Pataraia et al., 2014; Stafford, 2014).  

Research Questions 

These questions guided an inquiry into the professional development needs of 

faculty in developing their teaching practice and identity through social, online spaces: 
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1. How do faculty develop their teaching practices and identities in online 

communities of practice and personal learning networks?  

2. Why do they engage in this teaching development in online spaces? 

Answers to these questions could ultimately inform how faculty developers support 

faculty participation in such online spaces. 

Theoretical Framework 

This inquiry was based in social learning theory, specifically communities of 

practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991), connectivism (Siemens, 2005), and praxis. Situated 

learning theory, out of which comes communities of practice, argues that identity 

development is a key part of social learning (Lave, 2019; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger 

1998). Therefore, my inquiry explores both the development of teaching practice (what 

instructors do; their pedagogy) and teaching identity (who instructors are; their values), 

and whether they view this as praxis (practice contributing to social change).  

Personal learning networks (PLNs, a main concept of connectivism) and online 

communities of practice describe how people engage in social learning online (Luo et al., 

2020) with a PLN being a less formal, less defined online community of practice (Sipes 

et al., 2020, p. 190). In a synthesis of 23 studies on professional development practices on 

social media, researchers found “a wide variety of situated, social, and distributed 

learning opportunities for faculty members, while blurring the lines between formal and 

informal professional development” (Luo et al., 2020, p. 1675). Therefore, a flexible 

framework using both connectivism and communities of practice was most appropriate 

for this study. Faculty development researchers described the connection between 

connectivism and community of practice online as “a continuum of faculty engagement, 
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where an individual may move from outsider to member of a social network to member 

of a community of practice with each category requiring an increase in commitment” 

(Sipes et al., 2020, p. 189). Connectivism and PLNs are useful for social leaning online, 

and community of practice can help describe a more deeply committed group identity 

that goes beyond just-in-time networked learning. 

As Lave and Wenger’s (1991) foundational work on situated learning and 

communities of practice came out of ethnographic study, this my study was a digital 

ethnography of online communities of practice around teaching, with specific focus on an 

online conversation and group activity around “ungrading,” which is the practice of 

minimizing grading constructs in a course. The ungrading online community of practice, 

which is largely present on Twitter, is an example of praxis in pedagogy, as faculty see 

ungrading as undoing an inequitable ranking strategy in higher education. 

Ethnography and Teaching Development Online 

Ethnography was established as a qualitative method of anthropological study in 

the late 19th century, developing further in the early 20th century to study cultures, their 

everyday practices and norm, structures, environments, rituals, and other activity. 

Ethnographic design usually starts with immersive observation to better understand the 

culture of the site of study, communication practices, and how people use these spaces 

(Hine, 2018; Savin-Baden & Tombs, 2017). An ethnographer often participates in 

community practices as well and, therefore, becomes an “honorary” participant and 

allows her to “develop an understanding from the inside, which takes seriously how 

activities feel as much as what they achieve” (Hine, 2015, p. 19). This is an emic 

approach, meaning the researcher seeks a cultural understanding unique to a specific 
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culture as opposed to an etic approach, which seeks to define common experiences that 

transcend specific cultures.  

Ethnography methods are necessarily emergent, gathering data that seems useful 

and significant to code and analyze at a later time (Hine, 2015; Richmond, 2014). Based 

on the research questions and theoretical framework presented here, ethnography was a 

fitting method to study how faculty develop teaching practice and identity online. More 

needed to be understood about what constitutes faculty online communities, what 

distinguishes them from other types of faculty communities, and how they function. Such 

a study sought to understand the community culture underlying faculty teaching and 

learning practices both in general and through the different experiences of individual 

faculty members involved in online communities. 

Ethnography applied to online cultures and communities has been called virtual 

ethnography (Hine, 2000), netnography (Kozinets, 2010), and digital ethnography 

(Chretien et al., 2015; Pink et al., 2015; Richmond, 2014; Robson, 2018), among many 

others. Each term related to the evolution of what it means to do ethnography online 

(Savin-Baden & Tombs, 2017). Virtual ethnography evoked the idea of studying cultures 

that exist apart from the physical world, often citing sociologist and psychologist Sherry 

Turkle’s Life on the Screen: Identity in the Age of the Internet (1995). During the dot-

com boom and the beginning of immersive virtual worlds like Second Life (released in 

2003) and massively multiplayer online role-playing games (MMORPGs) like World of 

Warcraft (released in 2004), anthropologists and ethnographers wondered if online 

cultures could exist separate from “offline” cultures, and how research methods would 

need to evolve to study online communities. Recognizing the distinctiveness of online 
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communities, Kozinets (2010) developed “netnography” to focus on how to translate 

traditional ethnographic strategies such as participant-observation to online communities 

and cultures. 

Digital ethnography reflected the boundary blurring and blending our online and 

offline identities. As internet-enabled devices became more mobile and widespread via 

smartphones (the iPhone released in 2007), and internet-enabled automation of 

appliances became known as the “Internet of Things,” online and offline activity became 

more integrated. Fifteen years after her research methods book Virtual Ethnography 

(Hine, 2000), Hine (2015) published a new book using the term “ethnography for the 

internet” rather than digital ethnography because she argued that the online and offline 

cannot be compartmentalized—that online activity affects offline activity and vice versa. 

Connective ethnography focuses on this interaction of online and offline practices (Savin-

Baden & Tombs, 2017).  

Research Design 

The principles of ethnography can apply to online-based cultures, but with some 

differences. A digital ethnography studies cultures that are heavily influenced by online 

communities and spaces, but recognize that these cultures are a blend of online and 

offline influences. Social media ethnographers have focused on “routine, movement, and 

sociality” (Postill & Pink, 2013). While common community practices have long been a 

part of ethnographic study, a focus on routine and movement fits with a digital focus, 

since individuals have different routines and physical contexts for accessing and 

participating in an online culture (e.g., desktop access in the early morning or mobile 

access during an evening commute). Similarly, Hine (2015) focused on studying the 
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“everyday” practices of people in online communities. The “everyday” and routine 

actions are also integral to praxis, which is an important concept in social learning 

theories and their application to teaching identity development (Gibbs et al., 2004; hooks, 

1994).  

Understanding individual and group norms is one step in an ethnography, but 

such study also analyzes how the environment explains, shapes, improves, or impedes 

norms. Plenty of instructors have personal learning networks, but are not sure what 

spaces, tools, and practices will make learning opportunities flourish (Krutka et al., 2017, 

p. 248). While online spaces offer a rich blend of formal and informal learning 

opportunities, ethnographic study could help instructors and learners better understand 

the role digital culture plays in different kinds of learning (Greenhow & Lewin, 2016). 

An ethnographic approach to this inquiry on faculty teaching development 

practices in online communities focused on both communities themselves and how 

individuals participated in multiple communities online and offline; the routines and 

norms of their participation, including the use of tools; and how the environment shaped 

norms and facilitated social learning. The online/offline intersection influenced the 

reasons why faculty use online spaces to develop their teaching practice, which had to do 

with their offline contexts, whether that be their brick-and-mortar institution and face-to-

face teaching, or using online spaces to better understand learning and teaching online 

specifically. For example, offline social learning situations like conferences has led to 

online social learning opportunities. 
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Research Setting: The #Ungrading Online Community 

Theory of praxis posits that one’s practice is an agent of social change. Educator-

based communities of practice have engaged in praxis by moving from perpetuating 

group norms to pushing back on larger professional and societal norms (Feldman, 2020; 

Scatamburlo-D’Annibale et al., 2018). One such norm is grading, or the ranking of 

student learning. While grades have been a long-established norm, so has resistance to 

these grades as barriers to learning and educational access, even arguing that grades are 

arbitrary, unnecessary, and an intentional way to ensure only a small quantity of students 

succeed, and predominantly from privileged groups. Faculty in higher education have 

coalesced around this issue in an #Ungrading community of practice that currently thrives 

on Twitter, the term popularized by higher education teaching thought leader Jesse 

Stommel. Similar movements in K-12 education preceded the “ungrading” movement, 

such as “going gradeless” (e.g., Sackstein, 2015, and the Teachers Going Gradeless group 

established by Aaron Blackwelder and Arthur Chiaravalli in 2016) and “teachers 

throwing out grades” (see Twitter hashtag #TTOG). 

From a social learning perspective, particularly community of practice and 

connectivism, it was when the conversation was brought to Twitter with the hashtag 

#Ungrading that the idea became more mainstream among faculty. “Ungrading” is the 

idea of reducing the use of grades as much as possible in exchange for increased teacher 

and student feedback, continual progress, goal setting, and reflection. While most faculty 

must submit a grade to the institution at the end of a term, faculty engage in praxis by 

minimizing as much grading as is within their power, some selecting a final grade in 

partnership with their students. The #Ungrading hashtag emerged on Twitter in 2016 with 
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minimal activity. Once three faculty members with large Twitter followings shared that 

they call this “ungrading” through their blogs posts, popular higher education 

publications like Inside Higher Ed and the Chronicle of Higher Education published a 

few related pieces featuring these same faculty members. The articles may have further 

popularized the topic, but the Twitter hashtag curated faculty sharing individual 

experiences with #Ungrading, talking with one another about #Ungrading, sharing ideas 

and challenges related to the practice in their discipline or institutions, and more. The use 

of a specific term and hashtag united faculty across the world interested in re-imagining 

the teaching and learning exchange. 

Laura Gibbs, a highly influential online educator who is a leading voice on 

ungrading, began co-hosting a monthly Twitter chat with the hashtag 

#UngradingSlowChat in November 2020. In a Twitter chat, facilitators tweet around five 

prompts over the course of an hour, and anyone retweets with a response. The 

conversation is curated through a common hashtag. While the chat itself is synchronous, 

others can participate outside of the one-hour window, and the hashtag can be used at any 

time to keep the conversation going. Gibbs (n.d.) organized chat information through her 

Google Site “Ungrading: The Slow Chats.” This monthly event provided “organize[d] 

opportunities to learn” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 92) to an otherwise informal 

conversation around ungrading. Gibbs and others contributed to the book Ungrading: 

Why Rating Students Undermines Learning (and What to Do Instead) (Blum, 2020). 

Upon publication of this book, Gibbs’ co-host David Buck organized an official book 

club around the book, which consisted of monthly Twitter chats and Zoom meetings. 

More than 500 people signed up for the book club. 



63 

In studying #Ungrading online culture through the lens of communities of 

practice, I observed on Twitter whether there was a distinction of “newcomers” and “old-

timers” (Lave & Wenger, 1991), who and what bound the community together, how 

faculty demonstrated their “practice” around ungrading, how one defined “legitimate 

peripheral participation” within this community, and how a community was involved in 

teaching development in and beyond ungrading. In interviews I asked faculty about their 

teaching development, the multiple communities of practice (online and offline) to which 

they belong, teaching culture in these communities, and how ungrading fit within these 

communities. I also learned more about how they defined their online communities in 

terms of boundaries, purpose, position, and identity-making. In short, I learned how 

faculty arrived at their participation in an “ungrading” community of practice, and what 

connectivist principles helped them find and participate in this community.  

Praxis also came into play with #Ungrading, as it was one example of resisting 

academic capitalism: by removing or restricting grading practices, course-based activity 

“cease[d] to be a compulsory activity and instead become a striving that encourages the 

full development of human capacity” (Scatamburlo-D’Annibale et al., 2018, p. 565). By 

not exacerbating the teacher-student hierarchy, and by teacher resistance to putting 

learning output to in arbitrary measurements and categories, students and instructors 

could focus on the learning, however they defined it. Through a community of practice 

perspective, this study described the difference between the roles of students 

(newcomers/apprentices) and instructors (old-timers/masters), but with an understanding 

that they always worked together to decide what counted as knowledge and what practice 

was worth pursuing to whatever outcomes. 
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Research Instrumentation 

This ethnographic study employed three research methods: observation, content 

analysis, and interviews. Observation took place on Twitter over a three-month period 

and included participant observation in the #Ungrading Book Club, including monthly 

Twitter chats and Zoom meetings. Content analysis included past Twitter activity, 

instructors’ personal blogs, teaching artifacts shared on Twitter (e.g., syllabi, student self-

assessment assignments), publications, professional development presentations (live and 

recorded), and podcasts. Content analysis also included archives from Ungrading Book 

Club interactions such as past Twitter chats, Zoom recordings, and Zoom chat transcripts. 

Lastly, I conducted interviews with faculty engaged in ungrading conversations on 

Twitter who view Twitter as a useful space for teaching-related professional 

development. 

Trustworthiness 

Ethnography validates its data by conducting multiple methods to triangulate data 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Walford, 2017, p. 147), emphasizing observation and content 

analysis, which provide data to compare with interviewee accounts of their own behavior 

and beliefs. This digital ethnography focused on content analysis and observation, and 

relied on interviews to contextualize Twitter observation. Content analysis drew in a wide 

variety and large volume of data to provide multiple points of reference for individual 

and community behavior. 

My study design was based on prior experience and aligned with similar studies 

published in the literature. Communities of practice and connectivism (personal learning 

networks, in particular) have been used frequently to frame studies related to the social 
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learning of education professionals. My study complemented previous studies, with a 

deeper exploration of instructors’ learning ecologies for teaching development. 

Furthermore, I tested my observation protocol in a three-week trial observation of Twitter 

activity around teaching. Like other qualitative researchers, I collected data manually, 

saving tweets that demonstrated behaviors related to communities of practice and 

connectivism (Stewart, 2015), while also doing searches for teaching terms and hashtags 

to ensure my observation data was not limited to those I follow on Twitter. This test run 

was successful in capturing Twitter activity with effective frequency, diversity, and depth 

and yielded a similar number of themes and content as Veletsianos’s (2012) study of 45 

scholars’ Twitter activity.  

While the specificity of an ethnography does not make it generalizable, this study 

provides faculty and faculty developers with ideas of how to increase opportunities for 

faculty to expand their teaching networks and develop their teaching identities. The 

literature showed both that faculty thrive when they have diverse professional networks 

and communities, and that there is a need to expand communities into online spaces. My 

study design could be adapted in future studies on the teaching development experiences 

of specific groups of faculty in their online communities of practice. 

Data Collection Process 

To see how faculty use online spaces to engage their teaching practices and tap 

into a teaching network, I followed conversations on Twitter related to teaching in higher 

education with a focus on ungrading. Twitter provided a public space for observation, as 

it is a popular sphere for scholars to build a platform, gather ideas, disseminate 

scholarship, and network. Such a Twitter-based study involved three data collection 
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methods: content analysis, observation, and interviews. The observation and content 

analysis was conducted throughout the duration of the study, and interviews took place 

on a rolling basis with active recruitment taking place halfway through the observation 

period. 

Content Analysis 

In this study, context analysis consisted of reviewing the history of the 

#Ungrading hashtag and analyzing content linked in these tweets (e.g., faculty sharing 

blog posts in which they write about their ungrading activity). Aside from reviewing the 

early use of the #Ungrading hashtag, searching for older tweets was led by other data 

methods, such as tweets interviewees referred to or questions about past Twitter 

conversations. In other words, analyzing old tweets provided context for observation, 

interviews, and other content analysis. 

Since the Ungrading Book Club organizer archived all Twitter chats, Zoom 

recordings, and chat transcripts from Zoom recordings, I collected this material as data 

(with the permission of the organizer). I noted faculty who shared their teaching artifacts 

and teaching development reflections through blogs, publications, presentations, 

podcasts, and other media and analyzed these materials for traces of social learning, 

teaching identity development, social practice, and praxis. 

Lastly, I collected data from publications influential to these networks and 

communities of practice, including pieces shared widely in the community, especially if 

written by those identified as central to the #Ungrading community. For example, the 

book Ungrading: Why Rating Students Undermines Learning (and What to Do Instead) 

(Blum, 2020) provided insight into how it shaped and was shaped by the #Ungrading 
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Twitter community. Most of its authors are central to the Twitter community. The book 

was published recently in November 2020, and has since been a catalyst to more Twitter-

based #Ungrading activity, especially the #Ungrading Book Club. 

Observation 

Observation focused on faculty online “learning ecologies.” While I observed 

multiple sites for teaching development within online communities, Twitter was the 

primary observation site, which followed the precedence set forth in research on faculty 

learning via social media and offered the richest sources of data (Luo et al., 2020; 

Stewart, 2017). I observed teaching-related exchanges more broadly (e.g., conversations 

about teaching generally, larger faculty-centric Twitter cultures such as 

#AcademicTwitter) while also observing #Ungrading's positioning within this larger 

culture. While the observation was largely centered on my account (those I followed on 

Twitter, those I interacted with more often), I followed anyone whose tweets I collected 

in the content analysis of #Ungrading. Following these plus others active and influential 

in higher education teaching helped me map social learning related to teaching generally, 

ungrading specifically, and resulting intersections. I observed Twitter daily on a desktop 

and smartphone, capturing tweets via Twitter’s bookmark feature, saving links to tweets 

in a spreadsheet, and saving screen shots as seemed significant or relevant.  

#Ungrading tweets were organized in a spreadsheet based on their date; author; 

interactivity as measured by likes, retweets, and replies; device used (i.e., computer or 

phone); and any other relevant contextual details. Since quantitative methods for 

processing detailed Twitter content is limited, I manually recorded this data, which is 

made feasible by limiting my data collection to use of this hashtag only. I also 



68 

participated in Ungrading Book Club activities, including the monthly Twitter chats and 

Zoom meetings. I took field notes based on these experiences, saved tweets that 

demonstrated high engagement, community-building, and behaviors related to 

communities of practice and connectivism, and saved archives from both Twitter chats 

and Zoom meeting. 

Ethnography tends to favor a substantial period of time in the field. Determining 

“substantial” and “sufficient” depends on resource constraints and data saturation. 

Immersive ethnography calls for more than a year of deep involvement with the virtual 

field site (Savin-Baden & Tombs, 2017). Digital ethnographies have spanned months or 

years, but focused most of their data collection and analysis on smaller time periods. 

Multiple social media-based observations spanned 3-4 months (Latzko-Toth et al., 2016; 

Richmond, 2014; Stewart, 2015), one such study actively focusing on a four-month 

period but searching through tweets across a 2.5-year span (Latzko-Toth et al., 2016). In 

keeping with other digital ethnographies and the duration of the Twitter-based 

#Ungrading Book Club, this observation lasted 3.5 months.  

Researcher involvement. Ethnographers must consider their own role in the 

study, as they are necessarily embedded in the study in direct and indirect ways. 

Ethnographers use journals, field notes, and other reflective accounts to acknowledge and 

examine their own activity and how it influenced the study’s shape and analysis. 

Ethnographers can choose to either withdraw from active presence in their field site or 

take more visible, active roles within the site. While Richmond (2014) was normally an 

active participant in a large LinkedIn group related to teaching in higher education, she 

purposefully withdrew posting to the forum when her research began. Whether the 
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researcher had been previously engaged in the site of study or not, Hine (2015) argued for 

value in “a stranger perspective that considers how current conditions could be 

otherwise” (p. 88), the stranger perspective defined by anthropologist Bronisław 

Malinowski, often considered the founder of ethnographic study. 

Nevertheless, researcher involvement has long been integral to ethnography 

(especially by anthropologists Franz Boas and his mentee Margaret Mead), as it is 

important to “develop an understanding from the inside, which takes seriously how 

activities feel as much as what they achieve” (Hine, 2015, p. 19). Two Finnish 

researchers argued that their previous involvement with the same LinkedIn group of 

Richmond’s study contributed greatly to the quality of their study (Kantanen & 

Manninen, 2016). Twitter-based ethnographer Alice Marwick (2013) encourages the 

researcher’s active involvement, even posting questions for others to answer as a form of 

data collection. Digital anthropologist Devin Proctor (2020) argued, “Lurking is a great 

practice for preparatory research, but it is a poor ethnographic methodology” (para. 7). 

The researcher’s embeddedness is crucial to building the rapport and trust required to 

facilitate interviews with those in the community (O’Reilly, 2008). 

I began engaging in #HigherEd and #TeacherTwitter in November 2018, 

engaging mostly with faculty and faculty developers. Prior to this study, I was not active 

daily on these networks, so I would not qualify as a “superuser” (Chretien et al., 2015), 

but I was present enough to have made steady connections with educators on Twitter. My 

activity often focused on teaching in higher education, but not on ungrading. Throughout 

this study, I maintained a similar level of involvement, which sought to neither 

overpower nor influence group dynamics but still show my membership in these online 
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groups. Because she already had a robust Twitter presence, researcher Bonnie Stewart 

(2015) created a separate Twitter account for her research role, which made participants 

aware of her researcher activity and allowed her to easily organize data she collected via 

“likes,” retweets, and other mechanisms. This separation was not necessary for my 

purposes, as my activity was low enough that I could parse out data for this study. 

Interviews 

To provide context to this observation and “follow the users behind the screen” 

(Airoldi, 2018, p. 7), I recruited faculty participants engaged in #Ungrading 

conversations on Twitter for interviews. These interviews provided insight into the ways 

faculty came to participate in online communities of practice and networks, why they 

participated in these online spaces, their other communities of practice that influence 

their teaching (including “offline” contexts like teaching and learning center 

programming, conferences, or colleague interactions), and how they described the 

motivation and outcomes of their online participation. From this point, observation 

included a narrower focus on the Twitter activity of the interview participants. It is 

common for digital ethnographers to adapt Marcus’ (1995) “multi-sited ethnography,” 

which consists of following cultural activity beyond the boundaries of one study site. 

Analyzing blogs, teaching artifacts, podcasts, video presentations, and even offline 

activity that make up the “mediascape” contextualized and complemented Twitter 

activity (Marwick, 2013, p. 115). 

Interviews have been used at different points in ethnographies, often after the 

ethnographer has observed a setting well enough to know the context, whom to interview, 

and what to ask. Interviews have also been used in their own right to contextualize 
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practices or to consider what activity to observe. Stewart (2015) used interviews to 

contextualize and reflect on months of Twitter observation. Therefore, interviews were 

more open conversations based on previous observation and reflection from both the 

researcher and participant. Ethnographic interviews should be thought of as conversations 

with people with whom you have already built some form of rapport through the 

community (O’Reilly, 2008). Therefore, ethnographic interviews are often less formal 

and structured and call for the interviewer to be a conversational partner rather than only 

listening (while still prioritizing listening). In line with these ethnographic interview 

traditions, I most actively recruited participants after nearly two months of observation. 

That being said, I shared my study’s webpage, which included a recruitment form for 

interview participants, as it seemed appropriate, such as disclosing my study activity 

during live events and in Twitter-based conversations, resulting in some interviews taking 

place earlier and later in the study period. 

As my study design focused on those engaged in #Ungrading discussions on 

Twitter, participants had established some engagement in teaching development with 

others online. Inclusion criteria included participants who:  

1. Identified themselves as having and engaging in a teaching role in higher 

education; 

2. Had at least one year of teaching experience in higher education; 

3. Were interested in professional development related to teaching; 

4. Had participated in teaching-based discussions on Twitter in the last two 

months (e.g., interacting with tweets via like, retweet, or reply; tweeting to 

share teaching ideas and resources and pose questions); and 
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5. Were tuned into Twitter-based discussions of ungrading (reading tweets and 

linked content on ungrading; tweeting about ungrading; interacting with 

tweets about via like, retweet, or reply). 

This inclusion criteria yielded participants who regularly taught, developed their 

teaching, and had at least some exposure to professional learning opportunities online. 

The level of participation in the criteria also allowed for those who were on the periphery 

of these communities of practice as well as those active in these communities. 

Nine faculty signed up to participate in interviews when I shared it during the 

#Ungrading Book Club’s live Zoom meetings, in Twitter conversations, and when I put 

out an official recruitment ad on Twitter. Interview participants are referred to by 

pseudonyms: 

1. Emily - adjunct faculty of history in California 

2. Helena - adjunct faculty of literature teaching online in North Carolina 

3. Jessica - adjunct faculty of STEM in New England 

4. Paul - psychology professor in Kentucky 

5. Sherry - STEM assistant professor in New England 

6. Shuang - STEM visiting professor in Canada 

7. Todd - STEM professor in Colorado 

8. Tina - STEM assistant professor in mid-Atlantic region 

9. Xavier - Graduate teaching assistant of writing in California 

Interviews were semi-structured, consisting of questions and prompts that were 

used to guide topics of teaching identity, teaching development, online spaces for 

teaching development, and ungrading: 
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1. Introduce yourself, and describe your work and role in higher education. 

2. Describe yourself as a higher education instructor.  

3. How have you learned about teaching? How do you develop your teaching 

practice 

4. Whom do you talk with about teaching, and in what spaces or situations do you 

talk with them? 

5. Describe a meaningful online community you have been a part of. 

6. Describe a significant learning moment related to teaching from an online social 

space. 

7. How would you describe the teaching community on Twitter (generally, and you 

within it)? Is Twitter a community? 

8. Describe your connection to the teaching online community. Describe your 

feelings of belonging with the online teaching community.  

9. Where did you hear about ungrading? How would you describe your interest or 

practice related to ungrading? How have offline and online spaces contributed to 

learning about and practicing ungrading? 

Following “Faculty in Practice” 

As a result of these three methods, I organized a list of “faculty in practice” who 

showed up in the data frequently. I created profiles for 35 faculty to describe their faculty 

position in higher education, discipline, data sources, role in related teaching 

communities of practice and networks, tweets, and identity traits such as race, gender 

identity, and sexual orientation. Since all faculty in practice data were publicly available, 

these faculty are not study participants, aside from interview participants. I noted how 
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these faculty in practice participated in the #ungrading community of practice or larger 

learning network, such as whether they participated in the book club, housed blogs, wrote 

publications, led presentations, shared resources, or contributed in other ways. Faculty in 

practice were organized into three categories based on their level of participation and the 

amount of data they represented: large, medium, and small.   

Of the 35 faculty in practice, 30 were from the United States, 4 from Canada, and 

1 from Egypt. Diverse disciplines were represented, with 14 from humanities, 9 from 

social sciences, and 10 from STEM. Six faculty in practice identified themselves as a 

person of color, four identified as LGBTQ, and 25 identified as female. Seven faculty in 

practice were not in tenured or tenure-track positions, and two others’ tenure-track status 

could not be identified. While Twitter follower count was not directly relevant to this 

study, follower counts ranged from 52 to 30,900, although the median was 676 followers.  

I did not include the most central “old-timers” among faculty in practice unless 

they participated in interviews, as their voices and artifacts are present by their sheer 

influence generally and on these faculty in practice specifically. In the ethnographic spirit 

of the routine and every day, this study focused on the experiences of faculty developing 

their practice and whom are less the face of the #Ungrading movement. There are many 

more faculty who could have been included, but the faculty selected as “faculty of 

practice” stood out for sustained participation and public sharing of their ungrading 

practice and views. Among the faculty in practice are all nine interview participants. 

Ethical Considerations 

By default, Twitter activity is viewable by anyone, even those without Twitter 

accounts. The option to create private accounts exists, which makes tweets only viewable 
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by their followers, but this option must be selected. Nevertheless, there are still some 

human subject and research ethics to consider, such as whether the content is “intended 

for all publics” (Stewart, 2017, p. 252) or their online activity as already being used for 

public purposes (Beninger, 2016). Researchers can take measures to make it more 

difficult to trace data back to individuals, such as checking if putting indirect or direct 

quotes from tweets into a search engine can bring someone to the original source 

(Beninger, 2016; Richmond, 2014). Similar ethical considerations apply to blogs: while 

they are usually public, they are often written with a select audience in mind and might 

have pause at a researcher analyzing their writing for a wider audience.  

Based on these guidelines, I collected and stored data in a location deemed secure 

by my institution’s IRB. The analyzed output opted for paraphrasing and categorization 

rather than direct quotes and screen shots. In cases where it seemed necessary and 

beneficial to directly quote a tweet or blog post, I determined the risk by analyzing its 

public intention (i.e., whether it seems intended for anyone who would listen or was 

widely circulated) or if it was intended for a specific person or audience, and assessed the 

stakes of the post (i.e., whether the content is controversial and poses some risk to the 

author). In keeping with digital ethnographic tradition, I also kept a public summary of 

my research progress on my personal website through which invited feedback if any part 

of the process seemed inappropriate (Moore, 2021). 

Interview results were shared with interview participants for their review. Some 

ethnographers engage in this process of member checking to maintain trust with 

participants, ensure proper use of the data, invite participant input on data (e.g., time 

period of social activity study, reflections), and potentially collaborate with participants 
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as co-researchers (Boylorn, 2008; Stewart, 2015). In this study, some interview 

participants could be easier to identify than others based on their identities and Twitter 

activity, so member checking helped ensure participants were comfortable with how they 

were represented in the results. 

Data Analysis 

While a general #UngradingSlowChat occurred in fall 2020, the official 

#Ungrading Book Club began with a Twitter chat on December 19, 2020. I started this 

study on March 12, 2021, and ended as the Book Club’s events concluded on June 19. 

While I read and watched dozens of artifacts and followed many conversations on 

Twitter, I selected the following pieces for direct analysis: 

1. 100 tweets 

2. 22 blog posts 

3. 13 book club events, which included Twitter chat archives, Zoom session 

recordings and their associated chats and transcripts. Of these events, I 

participated in three live Twitter chats and three live Zoom sessions. 

4. Nine interviews 

5. Seven teaching artifacts (e.g., publicly shared syllabi, assignments) 

6. Seven publications (e.g., institution newspapers, research articles, Ungrading 

book) 

7. Seven video and audio presentations (e.g., recorded in-person workshops, 

webinars, podcasts) 



77 

In total, 59 data pieces were analyzed in Dedoose, and tweets were analyzed separately in 

a spreadsheet. While most of the Dedoose data pieces were created in 2020 and 2021, the 

oldest were published in 2017. 

Ethnographic methods call for analyzing data contemporaneously, in stages, and 

cumulatively. While a priori codes guided my analysis based on key concepts in 

community of practice (e.g., old-timer/newcomer dynamic, overlapping CoPs, legitimate 

peripheral participation, identity development), connectivism (e.g., personal learning 

network, online spaces), and praxis (e.g., critical pedagogy, social practice theory), I also 

analyzed for emerging patterns and developed a posteriori codes as appropriate. In total, 

42 codes were created, although some were seldom used and were incorporated into 

broader categories (e.g., “PD barrier” was a child code within “TLCs/formal PD). 

Content analysis helped establish patterns in data related to teaching development 

in social online spaces, particularly as it related to ungrading. Through close reading of 

Twitter archives, book club Zoom recordings and chat transcripts, blogs, and other 

publications, I analyzed language or ideas related to teaching development in social 

learning terms. I noted how these pieces fit into a community of practice (CoP) or 

network, such as how it was shared and circulated or whether the author shared how ideas 

developed as the result of others. Those who used the #Ungrading hashtag early or 

frequently, and are frequently tagged (referred to with the @ symbol, which notifies the 

person of this mention) in tweets with this hashtag were deemed “old-timers” according 

to the CoP framework, or those who were central to the #Ungrading community.  

While similar analytic strategies were used in both content analysis and 

observation, content analysis of past Twitter behavior focused on describing the 



78 

boundaries, members, interactions, behaviors, and values of the community, including its 

relation to similar communities of practice related to teaching in higher education. This 

analysis provided the background and potential a priori codes for observation. 

Observation analysis employed more close reading and my direct interaction. 

Content analysis and observation analysis also informed interview discussion 

topics, as some participants were asked to provide context to tweets or content shared in 

ungrading-based tweets, blog posts, or other formats. Interview transcripts were produced 

by uploading Zoom video recordings to YuJa, a secure video production program 

available through my institution. After editing and formatting the auto-transcription, I 

watched Zoom recordings to confirm my updates. Transcripts were manually coded with 

similar themes and topics from prior methods, while also leaving space for new themes to 

emerge. All data except for tweets were organized and coded in Dedoose, a qualitative 

data analysis program. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RESULTS 
 
 
 

To report the results of this ethnographic study, I have started with a description 

of the culture of teaching development on Twitter generally and #ungrading specifically. 

Alongside explaining the written and unwritten rules, routines, and values of these 

cultures are examples and stories that show these cultures in practice. After organizing 

and analyzing the data, I used the data to answer my two research questions: How do 

faculty develop their teaching practices and identities in online communities of practice 

and personal learning networks? Why do they engage in this teaching development in 

online spaces? 

Names and Citations in Findings 

People cited in the findings, including faculty in practice who are bloggers, book 

club participants, and Twitter users, are referred to by their full names either in text or 

citations, which match corresponding reference entries. Interview participants are only 

referred to by a first-name pseudonym. To further preserve interviewees’ anonymity, 

their tweets and blogs are indirectly quoted and do not include citations or reference 

entries. References to #UNgrading Book Club Zoom session, such as participants’ 

comments via speaking or text chat, will cite the book club organizer David Buck, since 

he created recordings and related records.  

Below are names used frequently throughout the chapter, along with a brief 

description to situate them within the Teaching Twitter culture and #Ungrading 

community of practice: 
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Interview Participants 

1. Emily - adjunct faculty of history in California 

2. Helena - adjunct faculty of literature teaching solely online 

3. Jessica - adjunct faculty of STEM in New England 

4. Paul - psychology professor in Kentucky 

5. Sherry - STEM assistant professor in New England 

6. Shuang - STEM visiting professor in Canada 

7. Todd - STEM professor in Colorado 

8. Tina - STEM assistant professor in mid-Atlantic region 

9. Xavier - Graduate teaching assistant of writing in California 

Ungrading “Masters” (Lave & Wenger, 1991) and Organizers 

1. Susan Blum - early “ungrading” writer; popularized the term around the same 

time as Jesse Stommel; editor of the collection Ungrading: Why Ranking 

Students Undermines Learning (and What to Do Instead) 

2. David Buck - writing professor and organizer of the Twitter-based 

#UNgrading Book Club 

3. Laura Gibbs - long-time ungrader and online learning influencer; contributor 

to Ungrading book; informal mentor to faculty on Twitter 

4. Sean Michael Morris - co-founded Hybrid Pedagogy and Digital Pedagogy 

Lab with Jesse Stommel 

5. Jesse Stommel - popularized the term “ungrading” with two blog posts “Why 

I Don’t Grade” and “How to Ungrade” 
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Culture of Teaching Development on Twitter 

David Buck, organizer of the #UNgrading Virtual Book Club, tweeted on May 

25, 2021 how his “Twitter PLN” (personal learning network) provides him invaluable 

teaching development: 

I've always thought that my M.Ed. degree has helped me immensely in my 23 yrs. 
of full-time teaching (college comp. at a community college), but I've found my 
Twitter PLN to be such a wonderful, deep resource for my #pedagogy. It's like 
I'm in a theory & praxis class every day! 

Six people replied with similar perspectives and experiences, unfolding a conversation 

about what tends to make one’s Twitter PLN more meaningful than conferences and 

institutional professional development. Buck refers to a “diversity of experience, 

expertise, compassion, and generosity” and ventured that “perhaps a shared sense of our 

ethical responsibility as educators makes that collegiality a natural thing.” My 

ethnography took a deeper dive into how the teaching side of Twitter produces these 

types of networks and meaningful experiences. 

A Bill of Rights 

When seeking the history upon which an online teaching culture was founded, I 

first read an article called “A Bill of Rights and Principles for Learning in the Digital 

Age,” penned by two leaders in online pedagogy with many other integral to social 

practice and digital media research (Morris & Stommel, 2013): “On December 14, 2012, 

a group of 12 assembled in Palo Alto for a raucous discussion of online education” (para. 

1). Sean Michael Morris and Jesse Stommel established two hubs of faculty scholarship 

and practice on critical digital pedagogy: the open access journal Hybrid Pedagogy and 

Digital Pedagogy Lab, “an international professional development gathering” (Digital 
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Pedagogy Lab, 2021). Many of this study’s interviewees and faculty in practice have 

published in Hybrid Pedagogy or attended Digital Pedagogy Lab. 

Among those who signed the Bill of Rights included John Seely Brown, who 

wrote the foreword to Lave and Wenger’s (1991) seminal work on communities of 

practice, Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation; Cathy Davidson, who 

would contribute a chapter to Blum’s Ungrading book; Bonnie Stewart, a networked 

scholarship researcher cited frequently in this study; and Audrey Watters, a leading voice 

on critical pedagogy applied to educational technology. Morris and Stommel (2013) 

claimed that the very term “MOOC” (massively open online courses) was coined in one 

of their living rooms (para. 1). 

As a result, the values of communities of practice and connectivism are at the 

heart of the document’s expressed hopes for higher education’s digital future. Similar to 

my study’s purpose, the group members “are aware of how much we don’t know: that we 

have yet to explore the full pedagogical potential of learning online, of how it can change 

the ways we teach, the ways we learn, and the ways we connect” (Morris & Stommel, 

2013, para. 6). The Bill of Rights section communicated values I observed within the 

#Ungrading community of practice and general higher education teaching discussions on 

Twitter such as open access, clear communication on teaching goals and processes, care, 

and the basic right to teach in institutions that value teaching development. Multiple 

items in the Bill of Rights refer to community of practice structures such as informal 

learning opportunities, student-directed learning, practice in authentic learning 

environments, and even apprenticeships. Most relevant to what would become 
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“ungrading” is the section on Formative Assessment, which argued for students to have 

the chance to revise until mastery is achieved.  

As with any open access online communique, this article continued to be shared 

and shaped. A story about the article appeared in The Chronicle of Higher Education the 

next day (Kolowich, 2013), and the authors opened a public collaborative version in 

Google Docs, shown in Figure 4.1 below (Learner Bill of Rights, n.d.).  

 

 

 
Figure 4.1 Learner Bill of Rights Google Doc. Document invited a public discussion of 
the published Bill of Rights, which includes revisions and comment bubbles. 
 

 

 

Stephen Downes, a historical voice on connectivism, added comments throughout the 

document. One of his comment threads started a discussion among original authors such 

as Audrey Watters and Bonnie Stewart. At one point, Jesse Stommel simply commented, 

“Sad that the word ‘teach’ has been changed here. The idea that learning can unseat the 
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teacher/student binary, turning teachers into learners and learners into teachers was one 

of the more radical things about the original document in my mind.” While he took on a 

feedback and “master” role here, he ultimately acknowledged that this document belongs 

to everyone.  

Original author Cathy Davidson comments on an addition: “This is an insertion 

from a conversation over on Twitter. What do others think? I like it!” While the Bill of 

Rights does not discuss specific technologies and platforms, Twitter plays an integral role 

in the values in this Bill of Rights. In the “Invitation” section that proceeded the 

signatures, participants were encouraged to use the hashtag #LearnersRights to add 

comments and ideas. In Digital Pedagogy Lab’s Code of Conduct (n.d.), participants are 

encouraged to collaborate beyond discussion forums in Twitter and other platforms.  

In this one artifact we see an online community of practice: “old-timers” or 

masters, to use Lave and Wenger’s term (1991), wrote a formal document to define the 

values and rights of a community of online learners. In the spirit of connectivism, the 

document was not only open to the public but invited online learners to collaborate and 

define the community. While smaller communities of practice form among these masters 

and the professional development opportunities they might organize, they always bring 

the practice back to the digital public of Twitter. 

Twitter Communication and Engagement Structure 

As a default public platform, Twitter lends itself for listening or “lurking.” Those 

who want to post messages (or “tweet”) or interact with tweets must create an account. 

One can interact with a tweet using three mechanisms beneath each tweet: “liking” it 

(heart symbol); replying to it (speech bubble symbol); or “retweeting” it (arrows moving 
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in a revolving pattern), which means one shares it in their own feed so their followers 

will see it, with the potential of retweeting and adding a comment, or “quote tweeting.” 

Aside from public tweets is the Messages feature, which allow private messages between 

one or more people. These direct messages, or DMs, allow people to bring a conversation 

into a private space. 

This microblogging social network allows anyone to publish up to 280 characters 

at a time, double the original 140-character limit. Users have adapted to the limit by 

composing “threads,” which consist of multiple sequential tweets to share a longer 

message. Those who plan their threads write a fraction-type number at the end of each 

tweet to provide it context. For example, “3/8" would signify the tweet is the third of 

David Buck (2021, July 13) eight sequential tweets. To illustrate this practice, 

#UNgrading Virtual Book Club organizer used #Blog8 to write “a blog post in 8 threaded 

tweets” to express reflections on a Twitter chat or other professional development event. 

Any reader can tag these threads with @ThreadRoll to have a bot automatically produce 

an organized version of the thread.  

Even while interview participants spoke of the importance of Twitter in their 

professional lives, many came to Twitter reluctantly and were pleasantly surprised to find 

in it a community spirit. When Tina would listen to teaching podcasts for professional 

development, she kept hearing guests invite listeners to follow people or conversations on 

Twitter, which made her think “I should probably have a Twitter [account] so I can do 

that.” Similarly, Jessica attended conferences where presenters offered their Twitter 

handles (a user name attached to a Twitter account). She joined Twitter even though she 

claimed she did not understand how it worked for many years. It was only two years later 
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that she would recognize what a powerful tool it was for teaching development and 

networking. When Todd would connect with people at open education conferences, they 

would encourage him to “DM” (direct message) them on Twitter, and he would think, 

“Why not email?” Todd said he would prefer to not be on Twitter because “it’s 

distracting and has a lot of garbage on it,” but he also found that if he did not engage for a 

week, he missed interesting conversations and presentations. Paul expressed this same 

sentiment in positive terms, that while he spends a lot of time on Twitter “some of that 

time is really well used,” which also implies plenty of time is not well-used. 

Values 

Similar to the values laid out in “A Bill of Rights” (Morris & Stommel, 2013), the 

higher education-focused teaching community on Twitter emphasizes openness and 

critical digital pedagogy. While this may seem like a short list, each contains many other 

values: openness refers to the values of open education, open access, sharing, and 

reciprocity; critical digital pedagogy encompasses social justice in education, pedagogy 

of care, and technologies’ roles in these priorities. These values underlie which tweets are 

most popular, faculty attitudes and connections, who talks to whom, and which teaching 

topics are most often discussed. 

Openness. Openness is one of the earliest values of the Internet. As an early 

Internet user, Helena described getting online in 1998-1999 with a collective sense of 

“we're going to build this space together, this kind of utopian idea of ‘we can do it’... 

there’s this thing… called the Internet: if we fill it up with good stuff, then everybody 

wins.” The open education movement promotes this “filling up with good stuff” effort, 

making access to information, knowledge, and people free and accessible. While open 
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educational resources (OER) are the most popular open education component, open 

education involves people creating and sharing their own resources, remixing others, and 

assigning permissions accordingly. 

While many on the teaching in higher education side of Twitter are open 

education practitioners, at least three interviewees are active in the open education 

community, which was their entryway to Twitter. Jessica said, “I actually really started to 

get into it mainly because of the open ed community, open education. There’s a ton of 

stuff that happens on Twitter because it’s open. So again, we can share our student work. 

We can share openly licensed things. We use our textbooks. So there’s a huge community 

there.” Emily referred to Laura Gibbs as an instructor who “basically teaches in the open” 

because she makes all of her teaching content publicly available and encourages her 

students to make their work open on their own blogs. Emily seeks the same sort of 

authentic audience-mindedness for her students’ work, and models that by working in the 

open. Todd regularly works on obtaining open education-related grants for his institution, 

and when he attended conferences where faculty would want to connect through Twitter, 

he realized he needed to get on Twitter to do so. 

Many faculty freely share their instructional material, usually attributing their 

sources and providing a Creative Commons license, which empowers individual makers 

to put a copyright agreement on their own work (“About the licenses,” n.d.). The footer 

of math professor Spencer Bagley’s (2020, June 6) syllabus provided an example: “This 

syllabus is licensed under a CC-BY-SA 4.0 license. I’ve adapted and remixed a lot of 

ideas from a lot of other professors with their kind permission, and you’re similarly free 

to do so with anything you see here.” Writing instructor Sybil Priebe (2020, February 14) 
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has pinned a tweet to her profile sharing a Google Folder of open resources related to 

ungrading and OER idea. Megan Von Bergen (2021, June 1), another writing instructor, 

also shared a Google folder of ungrading resources, some from her and some from long-

time labor-based grader Asao Inoue.  

Openness was the general ethos of many teaching conversations I observed on 

Twitter, which I would describe as sharing, presence, and reciprocity. Like previous 

studies of teaching communities of practice online, reciprocity helped participants feel 

they belong and could add value to the community they found valuable (Robson, 2018, p. 

446). Reciprocity was an important aspect of a successful online community of practice, 

as it made faculty more likely to remain in the community as an active participant 

(Lalonde, 2011; Roxå & Mårtensson, 2009; Robson, 2018; Richmond, 2014). People 

shared their teaching ideas and resources, and people in return responded and showed 

appreciation. Even the “big name” people in the network and community of practice 

often responded when tagged with questions, and many others chimed in as well. People 

shared struggles, successes, failures, and challenges beyond teaching lives because, as a 

pedagogy of care demonstrates, community members should be able to bring their whole 

selves to an online collective space.   

Critical digital pedagogy. Critical digital pedagogy is “the extent to which 

Critical Pedagogy translates into digital space” (Stommel, 2014), how the principles of 

critical pedagogy play out in online learning, online social networks, educational 

technology, and any digital tools that are involved in teaching practice. The values of 

critical pedagogy are generally accepted, celebrated, supported, and argued for on 

teaching in higher ed Twitter. I observed tweets #AgainstSurveillance, or the use of 
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remote proctoring technology, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic. Learning 

management systems and plagiarism detection software were often maligned for selling 

student data and violating student privacy for monetary benefit. These and other issues in 

educational technology argue that technology is sold as a replacement for an investment 

in teachers and more authentic student learning experiences. Critical pedagogy is at the 

heart of #ungrading culture. 

A History of #Ungrading 

The earliest use of the #ungrading hashtag was April 2, 2016 to share a piece on 

ungrading by Laura Gibbs with the hashtag #ttog for “teachers throwing out grades,” a 

movement started in K-12 education (Christensen). Later that year, two leading voices 

would begin to use the term “ungrading,” Jesse Stommel in preliminary discussions with 

faculty and faculty developers (martha, 2016, August 30) and Susan Blum tweeted her 

first Inside Higher Ed article on “Imagining College Without Grades” (2016, September 

6). As Blum writes on her blog a few months later (2016, December 20), her “ungrading” 

experience was inspired by Starr Sackstein, high school teacher and author of Hacking 

Assessment, who would eventually be a chapter contributor to Blum’s Ungrading edited 

collection. The term and hashtag would gain traction when Jesse Stommel (2017) 

published “Why I Don’t Grade” (2017) with Blum (2017) publishing a piece called 

“Ungrading” only a few weeks later. Five months later, Stommel (2018) published a 

follow-up blog post: “How to Ungrade.” When asked about the origin of the word 

“ungrading” on Twitter, Blum said she made it up in 2017 as an analogy with 

“unschooling,” soon after discovering Stommel had come up with this term as well 

(Blum, 2021, February 4).  
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In 2016, the #ungrading hashtag was used 10 times; in 2017, 10 times as well. 

Tweets with “#ungrading” more than doubled in 2018, and these tweets consisted of 

fuller threads involving people interested in trying this approach. Later that year, Laura 

Gibbs and other faculty engaged in a conversation about specific practice, the type of 

conversations that would become more prevalent the following year and beyond. In 

Gibbs’ conversation, teaching podcast host Bonni Stachowiak referred to two 2018 

episodes and “what is becoming known as #ungrading,” which really shows a term 

catching on to unify a concept that had been somewhat diffuse before then (2018, 

November 29). In 2019, there are dozens of uses of the hashtag with really rich 

conversations, questions, and faculty sharing blog posts about their experiences with 

ungrading. While the practice and terminology was spreading, activity exploded in 2020 

and 2021. 

Critical Pedagogy, Praxis, and the Kairotic Moment for the “Revolution” 

Faculty practicing ungrading have linked this dismantling of grades to critical 

pedagogy and praxis. Praxis involves critically examining one’s everyday practice and 

transforming this practice into an intentional agent of social change. Faculty have 

described ungrading as a foundational way to interrupt the unjust educational practice of 

grading and largely opt out of the practice of ranking students. At a book club meeting on 

her Ungrading book chapter, Clarissa Sorensen-Unruh said that, for her and many others, 

“Ungrading is a set of liberatory practices. They have to be liberation-based so, for me, 

there is no ungrading without critical pedagogy” (Buck, 2021, May 29). Paul described 

the lightbulb moment of reading Alfie Kohn’s work “a condemnation of the way I’m 

teaching,” specifically his grading practice. In this vein, biology professor Karen 
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Cangialosi (2020, January 29) asked, “We live in a grade-obsessed society. Is it our job 

as educators to perpetuate this? Or can higher education be the ground zero for something 

else?” As the pandemic forced faculty and students to a ground zero of sorts, many were 

ready for something else.  

While Teaching Twitter culture existed long before the COVID-19 pandemic, 

many more faculty flocked to Twitter for ideas and support on how to teach remotely in 

March 2020. Tina said, “Twitter absolutely saved a lot of lab instructors last March” at 

the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, and watched a steady evolution of ideas among 

“hundreds of lab people… from ‘You can't teach lab on the internet’ to ‘Okay. I have an 

idea about how to make lab useful. It won't be the same, but I see how I can still get the 

student learning in that I'm looking for.’ And I've never seen educators share that freely 

or that intensely.” While Emily technically had a Twitter account for 10 years, she only 

began using it actively during the pandemic. Paul acknowledged how meaningful 

communities formed because of the pandemic, and regretted what a “return to normal” 

might bring: “I worry about conferences going back to in-person. And I'm worried that 

that will sort of fragment us back into our little silos.” While a gradual return to pre-

pandemic conditions may result in an ebb of faculty on Twitter, those fused to a 

community and a specific practice such as #ungrading may be more likely to stay due to 

how Twitter has helped faculty tap into critical pedagogy values. 

The pandemic could be considered the “kairotic moment” for #ungrading, 

“kairos” being the rhetorical appeal for communicating a message at the opportune time. 

Stommel described this critical moment for ungrading at a book club meeting:  
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[T]o some degree, I felt like grades, and how we talk about grades, and how we 
talk to students about grades, how we talk to each other about grades, how 
institutions talk about grades were a big piece of what needed to change on a dime 
in the midst of the pandemic. (Buck, 2021, January 30)  

In reaction to institutional decisions to allow pass/fail grades in March 2020, Duke 

professor Adam Rosenblatt (2020, March 27) wrote an article for the student newspaper 

on ungrading, calling “[t]raditional grading [o]ne of the academy’s most pervasive and 

unquestioned forms of structural injustice.” He shared how he had practiced ungrading 

before the pandemic through engagement on the Facebook page “Teachers Going 

Gradeless” and “people posting with the hashtags #ungrading and #gradeless.” Seeing so 

many institutions shift to pass/fail grades made more faculty question whether grades 

were necessary and analyze how grades actually function. “Everyone was talking about 

ungrading,” said Jessica, “because I think with the pandemic, people realized what we’re 

doing is a complete sham. And we needed ways to process that education can happen in 

lots of different ways.... And so it doesn’t necessarily mean that you have to give a B, C, 

D, E.” In the process, these faculty realized that their grading practices did not line up 

with their values.  

Many faculty in practice described the pandemic as the critical event leading them 

to ungrading. On her teaching blog, an English professor described moving toward more 

ungrading: “As I moved into my second semester of teaching in a pandemic, I felt that 

this was the best time to go all-in on ungrading” (Lynch-Biniek, 2020). One #UNgrading 

Virtual Book Club participant articulated the link to critical pedagogy many others would 

make: “I teach anti-oppressive social work, teach Freire and hooks, so equity issues in 

classroom — anti-colonial, anti-racist, anti-ableist, etc. is a super important goal for me. 
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It has always been a goal and has ultimately led me to ungrading” (Buck, 2021, January 

30). In a professional blog for her discipline, fellow book club participant Vineeta Singh 

(2021) argued instructors should invite students “to create new mechanisms of self, peer, 

and collective evaluation based on the ethics of care and accountability we study.” The 

next day at an #UNgrading Virtual Book Club meeting, an ethnic studies professor wrote 

in the chat window during a March book club meeting: “I realized I was contributing to 

an oppressive practice - grades. Everything has been challenged” (Buck, 2021, March 

27). Criminal justice professor Rita Shah, who also participated in the March 27 meeting, 

published on her blog the next day, “And yet, I’m realizing that by not interrogating 

academic traditions and policies, I am upholding and perpetuating some of the very 

notions of ‘justice’ I ask them to question” (2021, March 28). In the same blog post, she 

described ungrading in praxis terms: “Analyzing power structures, designing and 

practicing alternatives, and building relations are inherent goals of ungrading.” Faculty 

began to recognize the discomfort they had always had with grading, and found an 

opening to effect change: “When pandemic came I thought, ‘this is my chance to blow up 

higher ed teaching and learning!’ And it was!”, said one book club participant (Buck, 

2021, May 29).  

Recognizing the kairotic moment for ungrading, Paul said, “we need to keep on 

pressing… this has been around, it’s ebbed and flowed, and we just needed it to finally 

take over.” Many ungrading proponents articulated this takeover with the word 

“revolution.” When labor-based contract grading leader Asao Inoue (2020, July 2) 

tweeted an offer for open office hours to any teachers wanting to implement grading 

contracts, he answered concerns about giving away his labor with, “I know, but I just 
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want the revolution NOW! So I'm okay with the labor. I have it to give, but I appreciate 

the reminder!” Jessamyn Neuhaus, author of Geeky Pedagogy, tweeted: “Seems that 

1,000+ people (including me) signed up for @Jessifer's Big Questions Institute workshop 

about #Ungrading. That's not a webinar, it's a revolution. @willrich45” (2021, June 2). 

Long-time “ungrader” Sean Michael Morris noticed on Twitter these “hopeful claims of 

the ungrading revolution, the ungrading rebellion, and the ungrading family” (2021). The 

difference between a trending teaching practice and a revolution is how that practice 

pushes against power through a combination of organized group events and everyday 

networking. Its staying power will rely on the teaching development cultivated in a large 

network and smaller communities of practice.  

Community and Citizens 

Interview participants continually described the helpful, supportive, and open 

ethic on teaching Twitter that ultimately led to a community feeling. “I follow the best 

educators in the country on Twitter,” said Jessica. “And these people are smart. They 

treat students like humans. They’re radical there. They’re doing things that some people 

can only imagine. They’re pushing boundaries. And it’s so inspiring to read the things 

that people are doing well on Twitter.” The teaching side of #AcademicTwitter often 

involves faculty posting a request for ideas, sharing things that worked well, and 

retweeting meaningful resources. In one tweet, a writing instructor who is also a member 

of the #UNgrading Virtual Book Club, asked for ideas on how to re-engage quiet students 

during a live class session: 

I have a class that's super quiet on Zoom, so we're in a Google chat today and it's 
still kinda crickets. What to do, hive mind? #ungrading #academictwitter 
#education #teachonline (Nunally, 2021, March 16) 
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The verb tense suggests she asked this during class or around the time. She used four 

hashtags to tap into specific and broad teaching conversations: while this was not an 

ungrading issue, she figured those tuned into #ungrading may provide some ideas, and at 

least a few of those who responded were from #ungrading circles, including me. I 

responded with a collection of community-building resources that I have valued, tagging 

the creators so that they knew I valued their free resources. David Buck, the organizer of 

the #UNgrading Virtual Book Club and a department college at Nunally’s institution, 

reminded her of a simple activity that creates a low threshold for re-engagement. With six 

likes and eight replies (including Nunally’s responses), this tweet represents what most 

faculty on Twitter receive as far as helpful interactions, some from folks she may know 

well like David Buck (who also works at her institution), some she may recognize from 

#UNgrading Virtual Book Club events, and others who may chime in even if they do not 

know the person who posed the question. 

 With the public nature of Twitter, those with larger followings related to teaching 

in higher education might pose a question or activity that draws in anyone who wishes to 

respond, but will most likely be seen by and of interest to those who follow them and 

would see their activity in their feed. Maha Bali, an open education advocate among 

many other areas of teaching in higher education, posed a fill-in-the-blank invitation to 

her 11,500 followers in preparation for multiple conference keynote presentations: 

For upcoming keynotes, join me in completing this sentence "if you care about 
equity..." 
(I may quote you with attribution) 
I'll start a few: 
If u care about Equity, u don't do online proctoring that invades student privacy 
and increases their anxiety in a time of trauma 1/n. (Bali, 2021, March 17) 
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This tweet received 149 likes, 65 replies (which does not include Bali’s responses to 

these replies), 29 retweets, and 11 quote tweets. Bali’s invitation to share a value 

statement is a winning combination for high engagement in the Teaching Twitter 

community, many of whom are also ungraders. Even with these high counts for 

engagement, it is difficult to trace the full influence of this conversation, as each quote 

tweet may have started a new conversation with a new audience. Many of the replies got 

retweeted. Bali commented on many of these with enthusiasm and encouragement. The 

thread became a kind of value statement to the higher education-based Teaching Twitter 

community where replies mention arresting bias; centering, caring for and trusting 

students, especially those marginalized in higher education; increasing accessibility; and, 

of course, ungrading. The values lined up well with Morris and Stommel’s (2013) Bill of 

Rights, but came from anyone listening to the question and responding accordingly. 

One way to describe Teaching Twitter culture is to contrast it with similar spaces 

on other social networks. Jessica described the experience of joining the Facebook group 

Pandemic Pedagogy, which has 6,600 members. She left after two weeks because while 

the structure of Facebook groups are often closed rather than public, there is limited 

ability to control what you see. “The nice thing about Twitter is you get to curate your 

own bubble, follow the people that I want to follow,” she said. “I can interact with people 

I want to interact with. In Facebook spaces, you join a group. But not everybody in that 

group shares the same values.” She described a more immediate way to curate whose 

voices are blocked and whose are promoted. Jessica recognized the space for debate, but 

ultimately decided that, as an adjunct instructor who already met resistance for non-
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traditional teaching practices and values, she did not want to encounter it so often from 

strangers.  

As Jessica described, Twitter is by default public, but it is not a public that exists 

the same for all because it nudges each user to specific accounts and topics. Emily 

described the Twitter teaching community as having “a threshold of ‘we’re on board’” 

that better allows for supporting one another’s practice rather than having fundamental 

discussions about pedagogical values. Nevertheless, the personal customization of one’s 

social community could result in less diverse voices. Paul acknowledged the bubbles of 

his Twitter participation: “I exist in lots of multiple different bubbles, but certainly the 

Twitter universe is only bubbles. That's it. I don't have any illusions about anything other 

than my existence within, I'm sure, these relatively small little bubbles and the Twitter 

bubble.” He may accept bubbles out of the inevitability of how Twitter works or because 

his bubbles represent the voices he wants to hear, such as Jesse Stommel in his ungrading 

bubble, but Sherry understood these bubbles as driven by algorithms rather than people.  

Conflicts within #Ungrading community. Some people who are actively 

ungrading and participating in some book club events identified a polarizing dynamic in 

the community of practice, specifically what counts as ungrading. Most faculty in 

practice agree that there are levels of ungrading and different valid approaches to the 

practice. Even the term “ungrading” itself means an elimination of grades and grading 

structures, whether that is using fewer grades, democratizing the grading process with 

students, or each student taking the lead on determining their own grade. Some faculty 

with heavy teaching loads or courses with hundreds of students prefer grading minimal 

strategies such as specifications grading (Nilson, 2015) or labor-based grading contracts 
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that lay out what overall course work determines each grade level (e.g., Inoue, n.d.). 

Nevertheless, those who do not do the “purest” form of ungrading as practiced by Alfie 

Kohn and Jesse Stommel experienced criticism of their approaches, even saying they 

should not call their assessment practice ungrading. Long-time ungrader Sean Michael 

Morris (2021, June 9) admitted his words on Stommel coining the term “ungrading” were 

“tart”:  

I actually begged him not to use the term. It was too catchy, I argued, like the 
chorus of a Celine Dion song. Ungrading, I said, would play on the radio, would 
get dub-step remixes, would end up in clubs and bars where people would dance 
to it with smiles on their faces. And eventually, we’d start to hear it in grocery 
stores, malls, elevators. 

He explained his concern further that “the word ‘ungrading’ smacks of a best practice, of 

something that an afternoon workshop will equip us to do.”  Nonetheless, following this 

music analogy, some in Twitter ungrading conversations have made faculty in practice 

feel like composers of elevator music, such as Shuang practicing mastery-based grading, 

Tina practicing specifications grading, and Megan Von Bergen practicing labor-based 

grading. 

During a webinar featuring Alfie Kohn as a guest speaker, Shuang described her 

mastery learning grading structure that essentially simplified grades to a simple four-level 

structure that described the completeness of student work, to which Kohn said that this 

was not ungrading but grades dressed up differently: “Alfie claims that it actually defeats 

the purpose of avoiding completely because in the end there is still a number assumption 

with their work. But I would say is a good start. Still pretty happy with what we did.” 

Sherry, another STEM instructor, described this exclusionary interaction occurring on a 

larger scale on Twitter: 
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As much as I enjoy ungrading, I'm starting to be like, I don't really necessarily 
want to be lumped in with the ungrading community because I don't like where 
it's going and how it's being set up to be shared with people who aren't looking for 
this kind of corner of preaching. The message is getting very, like I said, that 
algorithm is running and it’s starting to narrow the voices being heard, but it touts 
itself as this community and I’m like, it’s not a community though. It’s starting to 
lose that that community aspect and turning into something. 

While she finds these perspectives on ungrading valid, she sees these voices being 

amplified to such an extent that alternative ungrading voices are getting drowned out (i.e., 

the algorithm running). It particularly rubbed Sherry the wrong way that those who are 

defining what counts as ungrading “are from a majority group when this when this is 

argued to be an inclusive and equity-promoting approach.”  

In describing her version of ungrading, Tina struggled with whether it “counts” as 

ungrading, ultimately calling it “lazy specs grading.” A doctoral candidate and writing 

instructor wrote a thread about her concern that #Ungrading Twitter chats were yielding a 

hesitation toward labor-based grading as belonging with ungrading. In tweet 7 out of 9, 

she said, “I mention all this because while I usu. enjoy Twitter convos about #ungrading, 

I felt unwelcome last night; the space felt hostile, and it will make me think twice before 

jumping in again” (Von Bergen, 2021, June 28). Twitter as a public forum with indistinct 

community boundaries is known for producing this type of hostility. For this and other 

reasons, the organization of a specific community around ungrading was welcome. In late 

2020, it came in the form of the #UNgrading Virtual Book Club. 

#UNgrading Virtual Book Club and Community Organizers 

For years ungrading conversations were loosely organized around the hashtag 

“#ungrading.” In 2020 during the pandemic, influential ungrader Laura Gibbs and writing 

professor David Buck organized a regular Twitter chat called #UngradingSlowChat, in 
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which people could answer a series of questions released one at a time over the course of 

an hour. Gibbs and Buck organized Twitter archives and other related information in a 

Google Site. Once the Ungrading book was published in November 2020, Buck 

organized this activity into the #UNgrading Virtual Book Club, open to anyone, but 

mainly promoted and facilitated on Twitter and Zoom. People signed up to join the 

community to reduce “Zoom bombing,” or the intrusion of strangers with the intention to 

disrupt and offend, and to streamline communication. Members received Zoom links and 

schedules, occasional communications from Buck, and the invitation to join smaller 

collaboration groups through a program called Sutori. For Paul, who has been practicing 

ungrading for two years, the #UNgrading Virtual Book Club made the difference in 

forming “a real community” around ungrading because of an “official group” and “group 

membership.” He hadn’t experienced anything else like that on Twitter.  

Book club events alternated between a monthly Twitter chat that structured 

questions around two chapters of the Ungrading book, and a monthly Zoom meeting that 

invited those chapter authors to discuss the chapters with participants. Resources for all 

of these events, including an archive of the Twitter chat, Zoom meeting recordings, and 

text-chat transcript from those Zoom meetings. During Zoom meetings participants 

engaged in a flurry of chats, faculty seeking to connect with instructors from the same 

discipline, people sharing book recommendations, asking practice-based questions, 

sharing their resources, exchanging Twitter handles, and overall describing their teaching 

experiences and affirming the experiences of others. Of the roughly 600 people who 

signed up for the book club, the first Zoom meeting had around 100 attendees while the 

last Zoom meeting in June had around 20. Concluding one session, a participant said, 
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“I’m pleased to see all the Twitter handles on here (and I’ve followed you all) as it’s 

wonderful to have new ungrading believers to connect with and extend the conversation!” 

(Buck, 2021, February 27). Participants who wanted to share a piece of writing related to 

ungrading were invited to contribute to an open collection through an open book 

publishing tool called Pressbooks.  

While Buck’s #UNgrading Virtual Book Club was a large ungrading-based 

community, other faculty also organized smaller groups to have the type of deeper 

conversations Helena said were crucial but often lacking on Twitter. Book clubs provide 

a familiar discussion structure for faculty: Sherry joined a Zoom-based teaching book 

club during the pandemic its evening meetings were more convenient. Shuang has 

organized informal book clubs of a few faculty: as a previous adjunct faculty member, 

she found this a good way to jumpstart teaching discussions with people at her institution. 

She also tries to complete at least one teaching-related MOOC annually, going through it 

with a cohort of faculty when possible. Tina put out an open call on Twitter to form a 

group of lab instructors supporting one another during a pandemic that required radical 

reimagination of lab work, which has formed a core group that meets monthly but also 

stays connected on the messaging program Discord.  

Tools 

Social practice theory considers how one’s tool or technology affects practice, and 

vice versa. A digital ethnography might note how the tools people use to connect with 

others online is indicative of an online culture (Hine, 2015). Among the 100 tweets 

selected for analysis, 56 tweets were from the Web (most likely a laptop/desktop), 35 

were from a phone, 5 from iPad, and 3 from TweetDeck. Tweets from phones tended to 
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be plain text with hashtags and tagging people, with some quote retweets, which are easy 

to do as one is scrolling through a Twitter feed on their phone. Only two of the 35 tweets 

included links. Tweets with photos are also conducive to phones: five collected tweets 

included photos of book covers or passages, including one I tweeted leading up to a book 

club meeting (Moore, 2021, April 2). Two phone-based tweets from an ethnic studies 

professor feature photos, one with a redacted screen shot of an email she received from a 

student (torres, 2021, March 28) and another of the books she acquired based on 

recommendations given at a recent #UNgrading Virtual Book Club meeting (torres, 2021, 

May 4). 

The Ungrading book was a unifying tool for the #ungrading network. Almost all 

of the Ungrading book chapters (Blum, 2020) previously existed as blog posts. The book 

helped circulate and unify “ungrading,” and helped form things like book clubs and 

conversations in teaching and learning centers. As someone who started ungrading before 

the book, Paul saw its helpfulness in bringing in new people into the community of 

practice:  

It helps that Susan Blum is at Notre Dame. Anyone who has reservations about it, 
I can say, Look, it’s not just weirdo people like me who are doing it! It’s a bunch 
of people who are a lot more credentialed than I am and who are doing it at big 
name places and small places, and plus it’s math and chemistry and humanities, 
and we’re all doing it.  

There are some downsides to concentrating ungrading into a book, such as making the 

movement more hierarchical than the community ownership afforded on Twitter. While 

Helena admitted the book’s overall positive impact, it is a shift from the Twitter-centric 

online culture of ungrading: “For me, the Internet is this great space for educators, where 

we could put all the stuff that we want and need and we can just do it together and we 
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honestly don’t really need publishers and the hierarchy that is publishing.” Leading up to 

an ungrading webinar with Jesse Stommel, an author who published a teaching book with 

the same publisher as Ungrading tweeted that the webinar’s 1,000+ registration list 

showed that ungrading was a movement, adding, “Joining the #Ungrading resistance? 

You'll need this book,” and tagging any of its authors who have Twitter accounts 

(Neuhaus, 2021, June 2). Using the “revolution” and “resistance” language, the book is 

the main tool of choice. 

Overlapping Online Spaces 

Twitter is the largest online public for those developing their teaching with others, 

but many faculty connect their Twitter interactions to other interactive online spaces such 

as blogs, Google Docs, private group forums, and live online events. To counteract the 

isolation of being an adjunct faculty member between jobs, Shuang joined a Slack 

channel of higher educators and attended Zoom coffee sessions twice a week to talk with 

teachers about anything but teaching and higher education. When she relocated for a 

promising new full-time job, they all discussed tips on living in the new area. As a way to 

break through the chatter of hundreds of lab instructors teaching lab online, Tina put out a 

call out for lab instructors to join a Discord channel with semiregular Zoom meetings, a 

small group of six to eight people who continued to meet over a year later. Both Slack 

and Discord are robust, private messaging spaces that organize conversations into 

different channels. 

As a long-time networked educator, Helena lamented that faculty have to cobble 

together their interactions in this way. She pined for the days of Ning and even Google+, 

which allowed more layered ways to engage in deeper, more sustained and organized 
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conversations online while still maintaining one’s blogging space. “Twitter is just weird,” 

she said. “I like it now, but you can’t really have in depth conversations there, so I missed 

the days when I had really in depth conversations with a lot of different teachers.” She 

considered this a real barrier to faculty looking to connect with other educators: “I feel 

badly for the people who would be looking for that... who may be earlier on in their 

careers and want something more substantial than what you can get, say, at Twitter… 

everybody seems to feel kind of vaguely frustrated online, I think, for that reason: we 

don't have the kind of integration that that we need.” Before the #UNgrading Virtual 

Book Club began, #ungrading conversations were only organized by the hashtag, 

whereas the book club providing a regular synchronous Zoom meeting and Twitter chat. 

Offline-Online Intersections 

As online access became more prevalent and available on portable devices, digital 

ethnography moved from the idea of separate online and offline lives and cultures to how 

these spheres intersect and affect one another (Hine, 2015). Even though Twitter is 

public, teaching-centric faculty often perceived of the online space as out of earshot of 

their own institutions. In an foreword to an open-access teaching book published by 

Hybrid Pedagogy, an ungrader and overall influential teacher wrote: “I am quite vocal, 

but sometimes I do things that I think might get me into trouble and I don't talk about 

them too loudly in my institution. Only on Twitter and my blog and in front of the world” 

(Bali, 2021, para. 6). Shuang operated under the same expectation until she was “called 

out” on Twitter:  

one colleague in my current department was very against idea of ungrading… 
actually challenged me on Twitter instead of talking to me offline, so I'm not sure 
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what is the best way to respond. I was hoping that maybe I can catch up with him 
offline to have a chat about what I've been doing for my courses.  

Sherry did not want to talk with faculty at her institution about her ungrading practices 

because she anticipated a fight. She had recently given an ungrading presentation at a 

university system program and noticed her department chair was in attendance. “This the 

first time he's hearing about what I'm doing in my class,” she thought, “and I was like, I 

wasn’t ready for him to know this yet.” As women of color in STEM fields, Shuang and 

Sherry may be more likely to experience pushback on less traditional assessment 

practices, an issue Sherry spoke of directly.  

While many faculty enjoy in Twitter a separation from their in-person teaching 

context, some faculty enjoy bringing their colleagues into their Twitter circles. David 

Buck, who organized the #UNgrading Virtual Book Club, teaches at the same community 

college as a book club participant. Jessica regularly interacts with a colleague on Twitter 

whom she has never met in person even though they teach at the same institution. By 

having offline-online intersections with one’s colleagues on a campus, one can gain the 

benefits of a larger circulation of teaching ideas and have support in bringing those ideas 

into practice in context-specific ways. 

A Culture of Care 

The shift from network to community comes after continual listening, valuing the 

voices of specific people, caring about their lives, and sharing your lives with them. Two 

tweets in the data set announced emergencies, one needing to suddenly change their 

residence and phone numbers and another announcing the death of a family member, 

feeling somehow that it was important to share with those she often talks with on Twitter. 



106 

Jessica thought Teaching Twitter was more than a mere transactional network because 

they talked about more than teaching practice, giving the example of one member in the 

community opening up a gaming store. “We know what everybody’s focused on,” she 

said. “I can tell you what all of their jobs are and what they're doing in the field, and what 

books they've written, what articles they've written, and how all of that work shapes me.” 

Emily expressed a culture of care and support that is “different than a network who’s 

willing to answer a question.” Both Emily and Todd described a sense of logging onto 

Twitter or joining an online event expecting to see familiar names and greeting one 

another, even though you only know these people in these spaces. 

The Research Questions 

With a portrait of the culture of faculty teaching development on Twitter 

generally and #ungrading specifically, I returned to the research questions about the 

needs of faculty in developing their teaching practice and identity through social, online 

spaces: 

1. How do faculty develop their teaching practices and identities in online 

communities of practice and personal learning networks? 

2. Why do they engage in this teaching development in online spaces? 

How Faculty Develop Teaching in Online Communities and Networks 

They listen to and situate themselves among other faculty, and reflect on 

their own practices and identities accordingly. When faculty first join a public online 

community such as Twitter, they often spend significant time listening and orienting their 

interests to specific voices, events, and groups, all a form of Lave and Wenger’s (1991) 

concept of legitimate peripheral participation. They explained this concept not as less 
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engaged, but as “being located in the social world. Changing locations and perspectives 

are part of actors' learning trajectories, developing identities, and forms of membership” 

(p. 37). Based on this definition, faculty are listening to situate themselves among other 

faculty in the network. Emily said, “most of my interactions on Twitter are ... about 

cultivating teaching relationships.” She also described “processing” as a form of 

professional development: a piece of writing she shared with the #UNgrading Virtual 

Book Club: “came out of the helpful thoughts that I had been having that were geared 

from the chat—taking it from the practice in the classroom and hearing what other 

people's questions were and then processing it myself. And that sort of builds off of the 

chat.” Faculty glean ideas, but also learn through listening in its own right, whether that 

listening is to affirm beliefs they have had or to better understand others’ teaching 

experiences. Xavier described his own teaching professional development on Twitter and 

in #ungrading events in legitimate peripheral participation terms: 

I would classify that professional development in terms of just thinking through a 
lot of the ideas that I've sort of been thinking about over the last three years, 
changing some perspectives. I used to think there were like hardly ever any issues 
with labor-based grading, and a lot of issues were brought up in a book club 
discussions on Twitter. And then I started to think more critically about labor-
based grading. So it helped me change my practice in that way. 

Legitimate peripheral participation is not just for faculty new to Twitter or #Ungrading 

Twitter. Jesse Stommel, who largely popularized the term “ungrading,” shared during a 

book club meeting that he only decided to write about his ungrading because he sensed in 

listening to faculty on Twitter a frustration with grading practices. After writing “Why I 

Don’t Grade,” the paused for five months to hear reactions and resulting conversations 

and write the follow-up piece accordingly: “How to Ungrade” (Buck, 2021, January 30). 
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In her presentation materials, a writing instructor described her move toward ungrading 

by watching the ongoing conversation on Twitter: “it was all over my Twitter timeline. 

#NOGRADES! The hashtags #ungrading and #gradeless were in my face, taunting me. I 

had this constant conversation with myself: These people are crazy; we need to assign 

grades.... I hemmed and hawed about it in my own melon, eventually, yes, dipping my 

toes into the blasphemous waters” (Priebe, n.d., p. 2). 

Interactions that make listening more visible include liking and retweeting. Xavier 

said most of his interactions are straight retweeting rather than quote tweets which add a 

comment from the person retweeting. Chemistry professor Beth Haas (2021) described 

the move from listening to expression:  

I was reading Twitter this weekend and watching CJ (@DrCJSobers), Rissa 
(@RissaChem), and Teresa (@drbixby) discuss challenges, limitations, and 
implementations of ungrading, and I decided it's past time for me to move my 
ungrading thoughts from my paper scribbles to the digital space. 
 

The more familiar one becomes with the conversation, the more they might be prompted 

to share a question, comment, or resource that fits with the ongoing discussion. Faculty 

might also be more inclined to engage in Zoom sessions due to the presence of a set 

group of people and instantaneous communication, or Twitter chats with clear questions 

to answer.  

They adjust teaching practice based on network and community resources, 

ideas, and other interactions. This listening results in self-directed practice, whether 

that is adjusting a previous practice or trying a new practice. Jessica shared her Twitter-

based teaching development process:  

I can share the things that I do with others and be like, ‘Oh, this happened in class, 
what would you have done?’ And I get not only… and again, I get like that multi-
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disciplinary feedback that you don't always get around it like in that lounge. 
There's only science teachers. And so yeah, I mean, Twitter has changed the 
course of my teaching and learning in ways that I can't even imagine two years 
ago when I started using it. 

Emily shared specific strategies such as Laura Gibbs’ simplified grading system in which 

students report their own points. When Emily tweeted about her issues with getting 

students engaged in online discussion and peer review, David Buck suggested prompts 

that Emily used with greater success. As seen in the chat during a book club meeting 

(Buck, 2021, January 30) and in her subsequent blog post (Shah, 2021, February 28), Rita 

Shah cobbled together resources shared by Jesse Stommel and book club members in 

order to make a sudden, early semester shift to an ungrading format. When faculty benefit 

from the immediacy and supportiveness of a Twitter network, they have more motivation 

to continue to engage on Twitter, even if some questions do not gain traction. 

Speaking to the nebulous network of Twitter, it is not uncommon for faculty to 

implement new activities and not recall who provided the idea originally. Xavier 

implemented a specific assignment that he said radically changed his classes for the 

better, but he could not remember who shared the assignment originally (although he 

remembered it was on Twitter). Cate Denial (2017), a popular Twitter voice in college 

teaching, wrote in her blog post “Making the Grade,” “I saw a tweet sometime last year 

that suggested if one found grading an onerous task, the solution was to design 

assignments that were fun to grade,*” the asterisk leading to an endnote saying that she is 

sorry that she doesn’t remember who it was, but she would like to give them credit and 

reach out if they read this. In two professional presentations, one for a conference and 

another for a webinar, faculty put early in their slides the influence Twitter has had on 
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their ideas and materials, as shared in the #UNgrading Virtual Book Club’s collection 

(Buck, n.d.). In this way, an online space as a whole can coalesce into more than a source 

of information, but a dynamic learning environment or even an entity.   

They participate in ad hoc, flexible ways based on their personal needs. 

Faculty in this study engaged in Teaching Twitter and #Ungrading through a variety of 

modes, tools, times, and topics. The literature on faculty development barriers for faculty 

most often cited time, lack of flexibility, topics, and format, which could be summed up 

as professional development that did not fit their needs (Åkerlind, 2007; Austin & 

Sorcinelli, 2013; Bali & Caines, 2018). Faculty on Twitter customized how they used 

Twitter and other social online spaces to best develop their teaching practice based on 

their resources and preferences. 

Using social networking sites allowed agility and customization to one’s teaching 

development, which may not only take place in frequent tweeting and replying, but could 

be a source of information and resources that lead to self-paced, offline professional 

development. Two interviewees cited podcasts as one form of teaching-related 

professional development (Shuang and Tina), and at least three interviewees have 

themselves been on teaching podcasts (Emily, Helena, and Jessica). As someone who 

does not spend a lot of time on Twitter, Todd will often message or call people he sees on 

Twitter to discuss topics more in depth. For example, Todd wanted to talk with Laura 

Gibbs about her self-reporting point system and how it might apply to a professional 

development program he ran, so he asked if he could call her, and he said she was very 

open and helpful. 
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Those who describe Twitter as a community often describe the helpfulness and 

support ethic of the community, especially in its immediacy. In one tweet sent at 2:40am, 

a college composition teacher expressed frustration with ungrading in practice, tagging 

Laura Gibbs: “One way to tell #ungrading system is failing: Students claiming points for 

work not done in self-assessments (sim to @OnlineCrsLady self-declarations). How to 

fix it? I dunno” (tengrrl, 2021, March 28). Over the course of 12 hours four people 

provided suggestions and support, including Laura Gibbs. Another tweet expressing an 

ungrading struggle drew more activity, perhaps due to the broader question of student 

resistance and tagging three ungrading leaders and another influential teaching voice. 

After dozens of replies, she wrapped up the discussion with “Can I just say how awesome 

you all are? The #UnGrading community is the best! I can’t wait to dig into this thread 

more!” (Wissner, 2021, May 16). It demonstrated helpful interactions often found in 

these practice-based conversations: people share their own resources or resources they 

use in class, and others may comment on their experience with the resource or similar 

practice; instructors ground their specific practices in the context of their discipline; those 

listening can show their support with likes and retweets; people ask questions in replies, 

effectively branching into new discussions; even those who are brand new to the 

conversation ask what ungrading is about and receive introductory resources to the 

concept. 

Faculty also benefit from being able to engage on their phones or on a computer. 

Phone-based tweets were used to keep conversations going, making ongoing presence 

possible without too much time and attention. When Jesse Stommel was tagged in a 

request for ungrading help, he quote tweeted from his phone to answer the question and 
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invite other voices to add to the conversation (2021, April 21). A middle school teacher 

started at a web app, then moved to her phone to respond to replies (Sánchez Aguirre, 

2021, May 15). On the flip side, a faculty developer and chemistry instructor started from 

her phone to ask people to share successes and struggles with alternative assessments in 

STEM, which received an astounding 110 replies, 103 retweets, and 371 likes (Whitteck, 

2021, February 12). Five months later she replied to the same thread from her computer 

that included a link to a learning community form (Whitteck, 2021, July 22).  

While most tweets in this data set were computer-based, phone participation 

provided flexible options for ongoing conversation. When Jessica described how 

immediate and powerful information was on a Twitter network, she acted this out as if 

her hands were holding a phone rather than typing on a keyboard, emphasizing the 

anytime, anywhere access one has to a huge network, including experts of a practice. 

This data set cannot show how often faculty in practice liked tweets, as one’s profile only 

displays other interactions such as retweets and replies.  

Faculty also customize content by whom they follow. Jessica curated her Twitter 

feed by being mindful of whom she followed: she intentionally followed scientists and 

students of color to be more critically aware of the learning environment she creates for 

students. Curation happens outside of users’ intentions as well, as Twitter algorithms will 

automatically push content it thinks the user would be interested in, boosting interactions, 

showing tweets, and promoting people and content accordingly. Even if faculty like Paul 

are aware of the bubbles in which exist on Twitter, they might be overall satisfied with 

what content comes into their feed. However, faculty like Sherry who often find 

themselves in a less-represented group based on race and gender in academia and their 
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discipline are more aware of how Twitter algorithms tend to make voices like hers more 

guarded but also promoted at a lower rate.  

Faculty join or start more intentional communities of practice. Helena 

admitted that Twitter was a great site for networking and connection, but much less so for 

deeper community-building. Nevertheless, these online spaces always provide the forum 

an opportunity to be more involved, actively network, and organize opportunities to learn 

with other faculty through book clubs, Twitter chats, webinars, and more closed groups 

that meet and communicate through Slack or Discord. David Buck’s organization of the 

#UNgrading Virtual Book Club was more robust than most independent faculty-led 

groups (i.e., apart from an institution or organization), as it included Zoom meetings, 

Twitter Chats, subgroups spaces via Sutori, and a Pressbook for compiling writing and 

resources. He also organized other people’s involvement, as each monthly Twitter Chat 

was hosted by two book club participants.  

Faculty on Twitter appreciated this change from the regular “messiness” of 

Twitter, as Helena, Tina, and Todd described. The consistency of an organized group 

appealed to Paul, Tina, and Emily; Tina expressed that while Twitter interactions 

typically revolve around quickly changing topics, it was refreshing to return to the same 

topic month after month. Paul regarded the #UNgrading Virtual Book Club as “a real 

community that I feel some collegiality with that. But I don't feel that about anything else 

on Twitter.” While Twitter more often is the connectivist experience of chance learning 

opportunities that quickly come and go, Paul described “this book club thing” in 

community of practice terms, as “much more concentrated and much more productive.” 
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Some faculty who are less vocal on Twitter also organized tightly knit groups. 

Tina organized a small Discord group (12 people, with 6-8 regularly monthly attendees) 

comprised almost entirely of people she only knows through Twitter. This group began 

meeting with a very specific practice in mind of how to teach lab remotely, but turned 

into a community that could talk about the larger questions of what teaching chemistry 

should be: 

I think this group of us is going to stay connected now. There are collaborations 
happening and people are starting to give talks at each other's institutions. Those 
connections now are getting to be very robust. I think [one group member] and 
[another group member] are running a conference together... our Discord isn't the 
only place this group of people talk, but we are group of people that talk regularly 
through several different parts of the Internet that I think will continue to be a 
group of people that talk into the future. 

Faculty share their teaching ideas and express their teaching identities. As 

faculty log onto Twitter, listen to conversations, and read each other’s resources and 

ideas, they may begin to experiment with how they want to express themselves on 

Twitter or media shared through Twitter. After being on Twitter for a few years, Todd 

decided to “intentionally leverage social media to move the issue” of treating publicly 

funded education work as open educational resources. Every week he would tweet 

something related to this issue. In her early days on Twitter, Emily found it “nerve-

racking to put your thoughts out there” about what she said and how it would be 

perceived before an indistinct public. But early experiences showed her that she was not 

stepping into a skeptical space but a supportive network, even from approachable big 

names in teaching and learning:  

I tweeted at Jesse Stommel and Sean Michael Morris, I was reading their book, 
and they both liked it like immediately. And I was like, Oh, so this is like not as 
scary as… There are people that aren't super fancy … But I think that I am just 
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super honest on Twitter. I'll share... This is the stuff that's worked for me. This 
stuff... I'm excited about teaching. 

Emily describes how many faculty engage on Twitter, generally hoping for a few replies 

and likes, perhaps more if they tag a responsive, well-known person with a large 

following. As academic semesters ended, many faculty shared with excitement the results 

of an ungraded semester. Four such tweets received dozens of likes and at least seven 

replies.  

If faculty have affirming experiences with these micro-writings about teaching or 

have larger thoughts they want to express and share, they might write blogs or maintain 

personal websites. Of the 35 faculty in practice I followed, 14 had blogs in which they 

discussed grading, among other teaching topics. Sometimes they expressed that writing 

up ideas came from requests from people on Twitter and in their on campus teaching 

contexts. Sharing one’s teaching resources is easier with a public archive. Some 

sidestepped curating a website by simply sharing a Google Drive folder or sharing 

teaching artifacts as Google Docs as requested by people on Twitter or because they 

complemented presentations they had given. While presenting an ungrading webinar, 

math professor Spencer Bagley (2020, June 6) showed the Grades section of his syllabus 

and made his syllabus openly available. After specifying the Creative Commons license 

for his syllabus, he wrote, “I’ve adapted and remixed a lot of ideas from a lot of other 

professors with their kind permission, and you’re similarly free to do so with anything 

you see here.” These faculty come to practice the values they see on Teaching Twitter of 

openness and reciprocity: after benefitting from “the Twitter” and hearing positive 
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feedback from their ideas or experiences, they are more likely to share their work as 

others have. 

In short, faculty are “mapping playgrids” or cultivating “learning ecologies” 

(Hollet & Kalir, 2017): they are finding a balance of tuning into the diffuse, 

“serendipitous” network of Twitter (Weisberger & Butler, 2011, pp. 356-357), attending 

webinars and events they hear about from Twitter, following and conversing with smaller 

groups of people, and organizing social learning opportunities in asynchronous and 

synchronous spaces with clearer boundaries. Outside of a pandemic, these ecologies also 

include in-person social learning events, which feed into online connections and vice 

versa. These learning ecologies look very different for each person: Todd, who uses 

Twitter only out of networking necessity and does not own a smartphone, prefers 

individual or small group teaching interactions via email or phone call. As a previous 

secondary education teaching, Xavier alternates between different ungrading-type groups 

such as Teachers Going Gradeless (T2G), which is more K-12 based. Paul is actively 

involved in his teaching and learning center and leads an ungrading faculty learning 

community there, and uses his Twitter interactions to feed into that learning community 

and ungrading efforts on his campus. Sherry has been involved in two teaching book 

clubs online, a smaller network of instructors in her discipline, formal online courses 

offered through her institution (with which she was underwhelmed), and even individuals 

through DMs and text messages. She tweets from her phone often to fit in teaching 

conversations in the midst of teaching, career, and family. 

The flexibility of the #UNgrading Virtual Book Club itself allowed people to 

engage in their own way: with a preference to not work on Saturdays when the Twitter 
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Chats and Zoom meetings take place, Tina prefers to leisurely attend to the chats from 

bed with a bowl of mac and cheese rather than be on camera and actively attend the live 

sessions. Emily, who attends from Pacific Time, finds the chats easier to engage in while 

young children run around the house in the morning. Many participants just attend to the 

Zoom meetings, which may be more appealing to those who are not on Twitter or very 

familiar with it. The live sessions also allow for immediate, streamlined conversation via 

text and voice. Recordings and archives also allowed people to review activity at their 

own time and pace. 

Why They Engage in This Teaching Development Online 

Teaching development at their institutions is not enough to fully realize their 

teaching identities. As with faculty in general, interview participants had little to no 

formal teaching development. In line with earlier research on preparation for college 

teaching (Quinn, 2012; Viskovic, 2006; Weisgerber & Butler, 2011), they described their 

teaching development as largely trial and error (Sherry) and learning on their feet 

(Emily). Some interviewees recalled early experiences with formal teaching 

development, whether that was reading articles and books offered by a colleague 

(Jessica) or participating in some required teaching development as is required in 

California institutions (Emily), but they described it as minimal and did not get at the 

heart of pedagogy. As someone who always knew she was interested in teaching more 

than anything else in her faculty work, Helena engaged with fellow faculty in her 

institution’s teaching and learning center, but found it did not impact her teaching, 

perhaps because she was too much of a “fringe” person. 



118 

Institutional teaching development, such as that offered through teaching and 

learning centers, offers fewer customized faculty communities and learning opportunities. 

Any one discipline, department, and faculty member has differing needs as values, so 

generic programming for all faculty is not enough (Åkerlind, 2007). Similar to what 

Jessica described in the Pandemic Pedagogy Facebook group, general teaching 

development spaces bring together people of so many different starting points and values, 

that it can be a strong deterrent to those who are already invested in and developing their 

teaching practice. When Sherry shared how disappointed she was in a teaching and 

learning program that claimed to be promoting inclusive practices, fellow participants 

said it was because she was way ahead of where most people in that program were, 

maybe even the facilitators. 

While many faculty in practice maintained “offline” teaching connections with 

their colleagues, their institution’s teaching and learning centers, and their professional 

organizations, they had a special affinity for their “Twitter people.” All of the interview 

participants mentioned involvement with their institutions’ teaching and learning centers 

or similar groups, from leading centers and learning communities to passively attending 

programs. The difference was in what Emily described as a sense of “being on the same 

page”: she referred to an example of a workshop in which a colleague gave a five-minute 

talk on equity in education and received a lot of pushback on the idea of providing 

students flexibility, something her Teaching Twitter community has already accepted. 

Todd described himself as “[not getting] along pedagogically” with his colleagues 

because he wanted to branch out of what he described as a “drill and kill” teaching 

strategy for undergraduate math. Tina must participate in her teaching and learning 



119 

center’s programming as part of her teaching responsibilities, but she finds an overall 

attitude of “benign neglect” when it comes to her teaching: “sometimes I wish within my 

department I had more of a community of people who work with, which is why I'm so 

active on Twitter.” 

While many faculty in practice expressed valuing a diversity of experiences and 

expertise (Buck, 2021, May 25), diversity of fields and institutions (Emily and Tina), and 

even those on the periphery of ungrading who bring in a critical approach (Paul), they 

find in their customized Twitter community a set of common values, such as those laid 

out in Morris and Stommel’s (2013) Bill of Rights. Xavier’s described a “night and day” 

difference between talking about teaching with his department colleagues and on Twitter: 

“I don't really talk to really anyone in the rhetoric department unless it is a workshop or a 

meeting or something. But for the most part, everything happens on Twitter.” When 

Jessica recognized that the Pandemic Pedagogy Facebook group did not have some 

baseline values, she quickly left because she felt she got enough resistance from her 

brick-and-mortar teaching institution and faculty. While there may be appropriate times 

to engage in a more general teaching group, faculty promoting non-traditional teaching 

practices need supportive communities in order to persist through the resistance met in 

those general settings.  

 Most faculty in practice do not see Twitter as a permanent refuge from their 

institutions, but as an additional support that allows them to carry on at their institutions 

and maybe even bring some colleagues along. “I do PD on my campus and need help 

talking to the graders!” said a writing faculty member during an #UNgrading Virtual 

Book Club meeting (Buck, 2021, January 30). After implementing ungrading and 
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blogging about it in 2019, Heather Mitchell-Buck (2020) gave a talk at her liberal arts 

college about her ungrading practices in October 2019. In the closing minutes of Q&A, a 

colleague expressed that perhaps the institution should be petitioned to move away from 

grades. When Mitchell-Buck said she was not willing to engage in that fight, the 

colleague said they would be willing to do so. 

Ungrading serves as a good example of higher education trend that will come late 

to teaching and learning centers: The POD Network, a very large professional 

organization for educational developers, has an open Google Group with 5,074 members. 

When I searched for the term “ungrading” in July 2021, it yielded four results. With more 

recent traditional publications on ungrading in The Chronicle of Higher Education, Inside 

Higher Ed, and the Ungrading edited collection (Blum, 2020), the idea may be gaining 

traction, but ungrading-curious instructors on Twitter will recognize at least half of the 

book’s pieces from their original blog versions shared on discussed on Twitter years 

earlier.  

Their teaching identities operate outside of academic and institutional norms, 

and they want to find and learn from others like them. Teaching innovation is 

difficult within the confines of a higher education institution: even if an instructor is well-

networked at their campus and supported by a robust teaching and learning center, it can 

be challenging to find like-minded people who will help propel one’s work. Book club 

participants came to Zoom meetings fully situated in their teaching contexts and faculty 

lives. “This chat has made me so happy. Found my people!” said one participant. “I had 

such a discouraging week,” said another participant, “and this discussion and camaraderie 
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has really been good medicine. Thanks David, Jesse, Aaron and everyone here for this 

community. I’m so excited to be a part of this!” (Buck, 2021, January 30). 

Faculty interviewed for this study and observed through blogs and Twitter 

expressed an increasing focus on teaching more than research and other facets of faculty 

careers. They also cultivated a critical perspective on academic teaching traditions, such 

as grading systems. As they developed their teaching, they realized how much of their 

teaching identity had been passed through their own professors and colleagues, as 

Bourdieu’s social practice theory described as “habitus.” One interviewee unpacked what 

she had learned about teaching through her professors and colleagues: 

I think it took me a few years reflecting on the things they had said and how I had 
internalized them and how a lot of it was very defensive, like wanting to make 
sure that the students aren’t complaining…. It’s all about guarding your time from 
students and how they can eat up your time. And you’re supposed to like focus on 
your dissertation, That’s the most important thing. And that was kind of like the 
framework. (Emily) 

Habitus works in this way: No one necessarily described teaching work to Emily this 

way, but this was the underlying message based on teaching practices, what was deemed 

good practice or frivolous practice. In a presentation for her department, a writing 

instructor shared her story of guarded teaching: 

Once upon a time, I was a teacher who had a zillion policies. I was harsh with my 
students; I demanded a lot from them. I had extremely strict deadlines, and I 
didn’t allow redos. I’m unsure where this approach came from, but I assume it 
was ingrained in me while I was learning about education and through student-
teaching. That’s my guess. I wasn’t subjected to any sort of approach that was 
uber compassionate until grad school. (Priebe, n.d.) 

This “unsure”-ness and ingrained learning is the power of habitus: making a social 

practice feel natural and inevitable, whether or not we like it. As Stommel said in his 

Ungrading chapter “teachers are rarely told they have to grade” (Blum, 2020, p. 29). 
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Faculty practicing ungrading shared similar stories about recognizing all the poor beliefs 

wrapped up in grades and many other teaching practices, and expressed disappointment: 

But for years, I bought into grading and grading systems. I bought into the idea 
that grading was a sign of effort, of knowledge, and of skill. I bought into the idea 
that grades were a sign of rigor. And, perhaps most devastatingly, I bought into 
the idea that grades were feedback. (Shah, 2021, March 28) 

A participant in the #UNgrading Virtual Book Club session commented, “There’s so 

much to unlearn with how we were taught and the expected norms of teaching. I want to 

feel more comfortable go[ing] off-script” (Buck, 2021, January 30).  

Online spaces like Twitter offer a social learning environment for academics that 

is less moored in academic institutions and traditions, whether they be universities or 

professional organizations. One can go deeper than the baseline topics and discussions 

teaching and learning centers often have to facilitate due to limited resources. For these 

practitioners who teach in academic institutions among professionals fused to grades and 

academia’s other norms, they need a vast online network to find a community of other 

“new wave” (Emily) teaching “weirdos” (Helena and Paul). For them, listening to others 

on Twitter is an affirming, energizing act of legitimate peripheral participation. 

Teaching-focused online spaces do not automatically engender more student-

centered teaching approaches: Heather Mitchell-Buck (2020) and Jessica described 

seeing negative teaching ideas unfold on Facebook, a general distrust of students who are 

trying to cheat or pull one over on you. But online spaces allow faculty to participate at 

the periphery, determine whether the community or network is what they seek, and either 

engage or move on. Helena was always comfortable with this movement, of leaving 

when the space is no longer conducive to you. “I don’t quite understand people who 
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engage in discussions, who persist in spaces that aren’t making them happy,” she said.” 

There’s so many alternatives.”  

On Twitter, one has agency on how they follow, and they can unfollow or block 

those who they no longer want to see or interact with. For many faculty, that is enough to 

mitigate any potential negative experiences on the network. Jessica addressed the 

“garbage fire” perception of social networking sites like Twitter: 

There are people that pop into conversations and kind of derail them, yes, but for 
the most part, if you follow the right people, use the right hashtags, you can have 
these super robust conversations with people you’ve never met on the other side 
of the country and you would never have this opportunity to do that in any other 
space unless you go into a conference and happened to bump into them and paid 
$500. And it’s been one of the most powerful learning communities I've been a 
part of. 

Sherry appreciates how Twitter allows her to talk with others who are doing ungrading 

practices, sidestepping the “pushback” she anticipates she would receive at her own 

institution. However, vast online networks cannot completely remedy representation 

issues prevalent in higher education. As a Black woman in STEM, Sherry experiences 

how Twitter algorithms make academics of color less visible than white academics. “So I 

get that it’s a community there,” she said of #ungrading. “But I also recognize that I don't 

fit. It can’t be a community for me because I will always be slightly skeptical.” Twitter’s 

algorithms plus the guardedness scholars of color must exercise in the online public 

leaves her looking for other faculty of color practicing ungrading. Sherry asked a white 

Twitter friend and ungrading influencer,  

Do you know of anybody else who’s doing this that’s not white? I just need to 
know there’s other people doing it. I wanted to talk to them about how are they 
doing, how are they getting the support. Because we don’t get the default 
assumption that we’re doing as good. And so she was like, There’s a lot of people 
doing it, but their accounts are locked and they don’t talk about it publicly. 
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Experimental teaching practices like ungrading are regarded with skepticism in higher 

education, but this skepticism is even greater for faculty of color who often do not receive 

the benefit of the doubt that their white counterparts are more likely to receive. Therefore, 

Sherry thought talking with other faculty of color about how they navigate ungrading 

would be particularly beneficial. She described smaller communities that start with 

people on Twitter, but those communities form beyond Twitter through DMs, phone 

numbers, and Zoom meetings. Twitter can help bring faculty together who feel otherwise 

isolated in their teaching contexts. 

While faculty were particularly isolated during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

isolation has long been a problem for faculty. In one of his community of practice books, 

Wenger wrote with colleagues (2002) that communities “connect… isolated 

professionals” (p. 14). As described in the literature (Robson, 2018; Stewart, 2015), some 

use Twitter to combat the isolation that often comes with faculty life. Shuang described 

being depressed when she was between adjunct positions, so Twitter was a way for her to 

join coffee sessions with others in higher education and engage in teaching conversations 

with like-minded people. “I think Twitter is important for people who don’t belong to 

anything formally,” she said. “I teach at all of these places, but I don’t really belong in 

any those colleges or universities because I’m a precarious labor. I don’t feel I belong. 

But then Twitter is something that you can really feel that you belong to the space.” 

Other adjuncts described similar experiences. As an adjunct, Emily is not invited to 

department meetings, which minimizes her opportunity to be visible to that on-campus 

community. On the other hand, Twitter provided another academic community: “So this 

is a way for me to connect with other educators who are, I consider to be my peers, and 
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they consider me to be their peers, so that’s very empowering and I like that aspect of 

Twitter a lot.”  

While Helena has a huge Twitter following, she described herself as “a hermit 

weirdo living out in the boonies.” On Twitter she shared that her remote workplace, made 

up of her Twitter network and online classes, was far more inclusive than being with 

faculty in her department who did not share her interest in online teaching. She had so 

many positive experiences with online social spaces and reflected,  

The Internet saved me from boredom and obscurity and uselessness. Online I can 
find the things that interest me, and I can connect with people, and I can be useful. 
I need the Internet to do all those things, and as soon as I’m in some online 
spaces, I’m like, How can I find people here? How can I be useful? What can I 
learn? What is going to happen here that’s going to benefit me? 

People like Helena who are present, active educators on Twitter, serve in the master/old-

timer role Lave and Wenger (1991) described in communities of practice. Many of the 

“old hands” at ungrading are represented in the Ungrading book (Blum, 2020, p. 15) such 

as Susan Blum, Laura Gibbs, and Jesse Stommel. Emily, Shuang, and Todd all spoke of 

Laura Gibbs, who basically “teaches in the open” and lives on Twitter (Emily). Emily 

saw in Laura Gibbs and David Buck’s attentiveness and reciprocity how both are 

effective teachers.  

They can customize teaching development to fit the parameters of their time, 

interests, and needs. One #UNgrading Virtual Book Club participant tweeted: “I might 

need a sabbatical from faculty development so I can travel to a fabulous place called ‘My 

own learning environment.’ I hear there are great explorations to engage in. #ungrading” 

(torres, 2021, May 31). On more than one occasion, she would tweet a photo of a book 

she had ordered due to a recommendation mentioned during an #UNgrading Virtual Book 
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Club meeting days earlier. “I keep ordering books after these sessions,” she wrote in the 

chat window during one meeting (Buck, 2021, April 24). With a stack of books, 

bimonthly book club events, and #ungrading tweets with ideas and resources in between, 

she had a flexible, self-led learning goal with some structure and community to motivate 

her.  

While faculty appreciate the community feeling experienced in friendly 

conversations, they also appreciate in network-based online professional development 

flexibility that requires little commitment, high autonomy, and flexibility. This study 

showed significant mobile access, and even switching from engaging on a computer to a 

phone, and vice versa. While most tweets in this data set were from a computer, more 

than a third were from a phone, which did not even account for the scrolling, liking, 

retweeting, bookmarking, and linking faculty were doing on their phones. As faculty 

listen through following, likes, and retweets, Twitter algorithms customize content 

accordingly. Coming across appealing, relevant, and practical content does not require 

belonging, membership, or commitment. Shuang and Sherry described their Twitter 

interactions as more like at network than a community because community requires more 

involvement and investment. Shuang said, “while you could definitely form a community 

with people who share the same interests, [y]ou need to put into time and effort.” Sherry 

was “not looking for a community” experience because she felt it was “insincere to join a 

community but not participate in the community” beyond her peripheral engagement. 

Most faculty coming to Twitter are not ready for that time and effort, much less 

organizing a community. Emily gravitated toward Twitter and away from Instagram 
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“because it's so much easier to like type out a tweet than it is to compose your Instagram 

thing.”  

Faculty realize networking benefits such as collaborations and self-

promotion, but these benefits are less at the forefront. As confirmed in much of the 

research on faculty online networks, faculty also shared broader, traditional career 

benefits. Jessica could not overstate how many speaking opportunities she had and other 

types of collaborative projects she was involved in because of Twitter-based networking. 

As one example, she had a writing accountability partner one summer, which involved 

DMing each other weekly at a set time with their writing goals and setting aside an hour 

to write. At one point, he asked if they should pitch being on a teaching podcast, which 

they did successfully. As Tina mentioned earlier, faculty in her smaller group are 

collaborating on projects. 

Twitter provides similar professional networking opportunities available at 

conferences, but tends to provide them at a higher volume, especially to those with few or 

no resources for conferences. As an adjunct instructor, Emily said, “I don't know what 

my future for academia looks like but having a network of people who know me as 

somebody who does this, who is a person to go to for a question if you have really 

willing to talk about this in this format, that's also a helpful way for me to view it.” The 

#UNgrading Virtual Book Club Zoom chat window filled with people looking to swap 

ideas and collaborate on projects. “Social work educators: Let’s connect about writing an 

article,” said one participant (Buck, 2021, January 30).   
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At a large discipline conference, an English professor contributed to a roundtable on the 

topic of how to use Twitter as an academic, which she later put on her blog. She started it 

with,  

I’m going to admit it: I think I was invited here because of Twitter. It is common 
knowledge that Twitter can be a raging pool of anger & trolls. But, the good news 
that I’m sure many of you here know: it can be also be a place in which to find 
community, to extend our professional conversations, and for me, to grow as a 
teacher and a labor advocate. (Lynch-Biniek, 2019) 

Many faculty have tweeted about how many collaborations, contracts, ideas, and 

practices came about because of Twitter.   

Jessica speaks to the access to influential people Twitter affords, ones that would 

not translate to a face-to-face setting: “… at a conference I would never walk up to like 

Jesse Stommel and be like, ‘Hey, I just wanted to talk to you about higher ed pedagogy!’ 

I would never do that. I can build up a relationship through Twitter.” Tina’s close circle 

of chemistry instructors are a mix of offline and online connections. Upon considering 

who in her circle she has met in person and those she has not, she was struck upon 

realizing whom she has not met yet because she otherwise feels she knows them so well. 

The distinction was not as clear in her memory because those in her circle tend to go to 

the same conferences, so unlike Jessica, Tina would have more cause to stop and talk to 

these faculty about pedagogy. 

Most do not need to belong to a clearly defined community, but they 

appreciate the supportive culture of an online network. Returning to perhaps the most 

common definition of communities of practice, they are “groups of people who share a 

concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge 

and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis” (Wenger et al., 2002, p. 4). 
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Before this, Lave and Wenger (1991) defined a community of practice in more general 

terms: “a community of practice is a set of relations among persons, activity, and world, 

overtime and in relation with other tangential and overlapping communities of practice” 

(p. 98). Closer to Lave and Wenger’s definition, faculty tuned into Teaching Twitter 

perceive a “community feeling” on Teaching Twitter, although it functions more as an 

informal network. In Cultivating Communities of Practice, Wenger and colleagues (2002) 

differentiated communities of practice from informal networks: 

All organizations have informal networks of people who communicate, share 
information, and build relationships and reputations. A community of practice is 
different from such a network in the sense that it is ‘about’ something. It is not 
just a set of relationships. Its domain gives it an identity, and the commitment to 
care for this domain gives it a cohesiveness and intentionality that goes beyond 
the interpersonal nature of informal networks. (p. 43) 

Based on this definition, general Teaching Twitter is not a community: it is without a 

name, hashtag, boundaries, and central purpose. Nevertheless, it does have an underlying 

culture, and it does fit some of the characteristics of community described here and in 

Lave and Wenger’s broader definition. While it does not have official roles and 

responsibilities, years of “commitment to care” on the part of ungrading old-timers and 

other faculty in practice may make it a community-like informal network. #Ungrading is 

where a community of practice formed as “it is ‘about’ something,” and it especially 

meets this definition when faculty organize a community, first with 

#UngradingSlowChat, and then with an official book club. In forming the community’s 

events and resources, David Buck “steward[s] knowledge,” invites others in “voluntary 

engagements” and to take on “internal leadership” roles (p. 12). 
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When asked about whether Twitter was more of a community than a network, 

most faculty got a “community feel” while acknowledging the nebulous vastness of a 

network. These faculty define Twitter community as a sense of knowing who is around, 

such as who will show up to a webinar and greet you warmly by name (Todd), who will 

be brought into conversations regularly (Jessica), and a sense that you will be supported. 

It is the online equivalent of what Paul described as “the usual suspects” as it relates to 

teaching and learning conversations. 

Even though some claim a community feeling on Twitter, other claim a true 

community goes deeper than fond acquaintances. As someone with decades of experience 

in online communities of practice, Helena valued her Twitter network but thought it 

lacked the structure of a true community: “This is a network: I’m not even sure who’s in 

and who’s not. And it doesn’t matter, I don’t need to know, but in a community, you 

should know who’s in your community.” Sherry thought a community required a 

commitment of time and emotional connection, which she was not looking for online. 

Similarly, Shuang did not consider herself a community member “because you need to be 

really involved in that particular topic to consider yourself a community member. But for 

me, I'm kind of floating between a few things, but I’m not really deeply engaged in any 

of those, except maybe ungrading.” Like Shuang, other faculty have described a 

community feeling while floating in the huge network of Teaching Twitter, but described 

#ungrading as something different. This may have to do with organization around the 

#UngradingSlowChat, which would become the #UNgrading Virtual Book Club. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS 
 
 
 

In the conclusion of Inside Higher Ed’s piece on ungrading (Flaherty, 2019), 

ungrading leader Susan Blum described the importance of peer learning networks for 

faculty: 

Blum said that ungrading has been part of the K-12 conversation for some time, in 
part because these educators tend to talk more with each other about their 
teaching. By contrast, college and university professors are doing ungrading — 
and in similar ways — but all tend to think they're on their own, she said. 

Twitter provided a space for ungrading faculty to connect with, listen to, and be affirmed 

by one another. Studying #ungrading as an example of an online-situated community of 

practice for college instructors proved to be a fruitful study site for faculty social 

learning. While Twitter was central to many ungrading conversations, other online spaces 

brought faculty together to develop their teaching identities and practices. 

Review of Key Findings 

Based how faculty talk about teaching on Twitter, personal blogs, #UNgrading 

Virtual Book Club activity, in related online spaces, and in interviews, I answered two 

questions: how do faculty develop their teaching practices and identities in online 

communities of practice and personal learning networks, and why do they engage in this 

teaching development in online spaces. Based on the data, faculty on Twitter often started 

by listening to and situating themselves among other faculty, and reflecting on their own 

practices and identities accordingly. After continually learning from resources and ideas 

gleaned from this online network and smaller communities of practice within it, they 
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adjusted their teaching practices and tried new things. Sometimes they shared on Twitter 

or blogs how those practices went, at times out of gratitude to others who helped them 

and at other times to share questions and struggles for continual development. Perhaps 

most significantly, they participated in ad hoc, flexible ways based on their schedules, 

interests, and needs: they saved links, interacted with fellow faculty, and read long 

threads for a few minutes on their phones or for a half hour on a desktop. While the time 

spent was often short, the frequency allowed for more persistent reflection on teaching 

over long periods of time. Feeling a part of this higher education Twitter network 

involved what Stewart described as “the willingness to engage, in public, over time, in 

sustained and iterative discussions over ideas and knowledge” (Stewart, 2020, para. 4). 

As faculty found themselves spending more time on Twitter, some moved toward 

the center of the network by garnering more followers, being “tagged” often, and having 

more interaction on their tweets in the form of likes, retweets, and replies. While they 

might still only be able to engage on Twitter with a spare 15 minutes here and there, they 

were increasing their involvement and forging a teaching identity. Others moved to more 

intentional communities of practice that they either joined when they saw an opportunity 

(such as attending #UNgrading Virtual Book Club meetings, participating and facilitating 

Twitter Chats) or created a community of practice themselves. Faculty often participated 

in multiple ways, through a vast PLN and smaller communities of practice, increasing or 

decreasing their participation as relevant to their interest and availability.  

After observing what faculty were doing on Twitter to develop their teaching, I 

wondered why these faculty came to Twitter and other online spaces in the first place. 

While many faculty participated in teaching development programs at their institutions, 
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this professional development was not enough to fully realize their teaching identities. 

These were faculty who were highly motivated by their teaching work, and these 

identities often operated outside of academic and institutional norms. Faculty interested 

in “ungrading”—or minimizing grades in a course and allowing students more agency in 

how their grade is determined—anticipated or experienced resistance to this practice, so 

they wanted to find and learn from others like them, which was possible by following the 

hashtag #ungrading, participating in the #UNgrading Virtual Book Club, and 

participating in related online groups such as Teachers Going Gradeless and Teachers 

Throwing Out Grades. 

Faculty realized the same networking benefits found in previous research on 

faculty in online networks, such as collaborations and self-promotion, but these benefits 

were less at the forefront, especially if they had the resources to access such benefits in 

more traditional realms (e.g., funding to attend conferences). They more often described 

the “community feeling” of Teaching Twitter, getting to know and appreciate other 

instructors’ teaching work and ideas, and the overall affirmation faculty feel in being with 

other faculty who deeply care about their teaching and students. Most do not need to 

belong to a clearly defined community, but they appreciate the supportive culture of an 

online network. 

Implications of Findings 

This ethnography showed that many faculty did not gravitate to Twitter initially, 

and were often pulled into the space due to conference networking, recommendations, 

and other professional purposes. It took time for faculty to realize its teaching 

development value, not only in observable ways such as new practices and teaching 
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successes, but also in reflecting on one’s own teaching identity and values. This sense of 

coming to Twitter for professional networking and staying for the teaching conversations 

aligned with previously published experiences (Skallerup Bessette, 2020; Luo et al., 

2020). While the amount of tweeting faculty in practice did varied greatly, all of them 

found significant value in what they learned from “the Twitter,” which they often spoke 

of in this collective term. 

One of my research goals was to better understand the teaching development 

experiences of everyday faculty on Twitter. Most interview participants and faculty in 

practice I followed had average follower counts, a few hundred to a thousand (as 

compared to Laura Gibbs’ 6,600 followers, Maha Bali’s 11,700, or Jesse Stommel’s 

34,000). Many of them described a usefulness for Twitter alongside its faults. Some 

faculty engaged in mostly legitimate peripheral participation while others dipped in and 

out according to their needs and affordances. Even if they perceived most of their Twitter 

activity as only somewhat useful—simply passive scrolling with entertaining and fleeting 

content—the smaller portion of fruitful activity was well worth overall Twitter 

engagement. The fruitful activity included useful resources and ideas they implemented 

into their practice, and connecting with prospective peers and collaborators. The larger 

point, though, is that it is impossible to separate passive scrolling and activity that makes 

an impact. As with any learning environment, a transformative learning moment is a 

combination of interacting with an idea on multiple occasions and being truly impacted 

by that idea. Faculty might attend several teaching webinars and workshops where they 

learn information but perceive no impact, only to later experience a moment of true 

change when everything they learned previously coalesces. While this experience is not 
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unique to a social networking site like Twitter, such an online space allows more of these 

learning experiences with more people in the type of flexible learning environment that 

faculty need. 

For all of Twitter’s benefits and strengths, it is not a perfect space for teaching 

development due to the sporadic and limited communication methods. For this reason, 

uniting forces were crucial to the ability for a community of practice to come together 

and keep working together within a dispersed online network. I found four factors that 

were particularly important to #ungrading’s success: terminology, “masters” (to use Lave 

and Wenger’s CoP term, 1991), a kairotic moment, and organizers. As a popular higher 

education blogger with a large Twitter following, Stommel popularizing the term 

“ungrading” brought a unity to the assessment conversation, allowing for the hashtag 

#ungrading to unite discussion around grades. However, #ungrading’s success was larger 

than that. At an #UNgrading Virtual Book Club meeting, Stommel admitted that “germs 

of conversation” led him to put his decades-long practice into words and out into the 

world (Buck, 2021, January 31). This is the social nature of learning that cannot so easily 

identify one starting point: the community influenced the master (Stommel), and the 

master in turn influenced the community (faculty on Twitter and other spaces).  

Use of the #ungrading hashtag kicked up in 2017-2019, then accelerated 

exponentially in a kairotic moment of the COVID-19 pandemic in early 2020 and 

publication of the Ungrading book in late 2020. The pandemic brought about widespread 

grading changes to a pass/no pass scale, and with it an overall sense that learning should 

be unmoored from grades. In an informal learning space like Twitter, #ungrading 

conversations were happening frequently, although randomly. By organizing the 
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#UNgrading Virtual Book Club, David Buck brought otherwise dispersed chatter into a 

community of practice. The importance of facilitator presence in an online community of 

practice supported previous studies (Di Petta, 1998; Rizzuto, 2017; Vaughn & Garrison, 

2015). While this book club was perhaps the most visible #ungrading community of 

practice, with over 600 people registered for the group, other organizers helped deepen 

conversation and reflection on ungrading, such as smaller book clubs and faculty groups 

talking through assessment strategies. 

The usefulness of Twitter was not only as a place unto itself, but as a jumping 

point for inviting people to share their practice in other online spaces. The #UNgrading 

Virtual Book Club existed in Twitter, Zoom, Sutori, and Pressbooks. Todd preferred to 

take connections started on Twitter to email and phone calls. Tina used Twitter to call a 

huge network of lab instructors into a smaller community of practice on Discord. Sherry 

recognized a “virtual whiteboard” on Twitter and smaller communities in her DMs and 

text messages. In these results, faculty can find that even if they are not fond of social 

media sites for networking and community, they can use these sites to then move to other 

social spaces. In line with digital ethnography that recognizes offline/online intersections 

(Hine, 2015), these faculty in practice often brought ungrading to other audiences and 

media, such as colleagues at their own institutions, podcasts, webinars, conference 

presentations, and publications, often crediting “Twitter” in general for their ideas.  

The four factors related to #ungrading’s success as a PLN and community of 

practice (terminology, masters, kairotic moment, and organizers) and the overall results 

of this ethnographic study may help faculty, faculty developers, and teaching and 

learning centers (TLCs) create learning ecologies that are flexible to instructors’ interests, 
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preferences, needs, and time. Instructors’ experiences on Twitter and other online spaces 

can help demystify teaching development online. 

Opportunities for Faculty 

The opening sentence of this dissertation expressed that faculty often teach in 

isolation. Without formal training in teaching, faculty might never have the opportunity 

to consider who they are as teachers, what factors influenced how they understand 

teaching, and what kind of teachers they want to be accordingly. As reflected in the study 

participants, faculty who are drawn toward teaching might find their own opportunities to 

develop their practice through their institution’s programs, books and articles, podcasts, 

conferences, and online courses, but many of these can still be solitary and isolating. Elite 

institutions that train a disproportionately high number of higher education faculty often 

actively discourage graduate students (i.e., “future faculty”) from investing energy in 

their teaching, perceiving such activity as coming at the expense of one’s scholarly work. 

Of the top 50 institutions that conferred the doctoral degrees often required to become 

faculty, only one was not in Carnegie's Research 1 (R1) Classification (NCSES, 2019). 

Faculty who are deeply interested in teaching-centric values often experience isolation 

within their departments, their disciplines, and even their institutions. A TLC may 

provide some community around like-minded teaching folks, but this group is often very 

limited. This is why such faculty may be drawn to online communities, especially those 

that quickly provide inspiring ideas and cultivate a culture of reciprocity. Online 

communities provide new proximities and conversations to help these faculty reframe 

how they think about teaching: faculty can engage in legitimate peripheral participation 

of many conversations, projects, and priorities discussed on Twitter. As faculty find 
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themselves moving toward the center of some communities, they can come together with 

those pushed to the margins of their institutions, and together these faculty can push back 

against the habitus that puts teaching on the backburner. Online communities can help 

faculty find other faculty with similar values, priorities, and goals and share thoughts, 

ideas, and questions at any place and time. 

This study showed that faculty do not have to be social media superstars to tap 

into meaningful conversations and learning opportunities on Twitter. Faculty do not have 

to be totally in the public eye, blog all of their teaching thoughts, and have thousands of 

followers. They can glean a lot through legitimate peripheral participation, participate in 

opportunities as they present themselves, and then adjust according to their needs. Such 

professional development has no time limit, learning objectives, or curriculum, but allows 

plenty of opportunities to learn. Such opportunities may be particularly important for 

faculty who are deeply interested in their teaching but do not have as much opportunity 

for growth within their institutions.  

Participants in this study expressed that following the right people and hashtags 

helped them cultivate relevant, energizing content and limit negative and toxic 

interactions. It often took time to listen and learn from others, follow people accordingly, 

and have people follow back. They also learned that Twitter’s informal, less hierarchical 

culture means one can tag an influential person with a question or request, often receiving 

interaction that helps a post gain traction. The more familiar a name becomes or the more 

interested an instructor becomes in a group or individual’s work, the more likely they 

might be to follow up with them in a Twitter Message (i.e., DM). When it comes to 

posting on Twitter, the culture of openness and sharing gains traction, such as sharing 
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how one’s teaching idea had an impact on them, tagging that person so that they know of 

the impact, and sharing a teaching artifact, idea, or story accordingly. When people “like” 

this tweet and post supportive replies, it motivates that person to continue tweeting and 

stay engaged in the conversation. 

Teaching development on Twitter is often not solely on Twitter. Instead, Twitter 

connections might start “offline” with people one meets at a conference or a nearby 

institution. Twitter is a source of finding other online learning opportunities such as 

webinars, courses, and book clubs. Using Hollett and Kalir’s (2017) language, faculty can 

“map playgrids” or cultivate their own learning ecologies related to teaching, including 

but not limited to Twitter. Twitter is not only a social learning environment, but also an 

opportunity to branch into other social learning spaces. This culture also showed that any 

faculty member can start something with simple structure, from David Buck starting the 

#UNgrading Virtual Book Club and faculty starting the Rogue Book Club to Tina 

scheduling regular meetings and a Discord space with lab instructors.  

As established in the literature (e.g., Budge et al., 2016; Carpenter & Krutka, 

2014; Jordan, 2016; Luo et al., 2020; Thoma et al., 2018; Veletsianos, 2012), this study 

observed faculty who successfully used Twitter to find collaborators on conference 

presentations, journals articles, and other teaching projects. As faculty on Twitter see 

how calls for collaborators and related conversations unfold on Twitter, they can 

eventually engage those opportunities to connect with others. Twitter allows faculty to 

maintain the three types of personal learning networks Warlick (2009) defined: 

personally maintained synchronous connections, socially maintained semi-synchronous 
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connections, and dynamically maintained asynchronous connections (pp. 13-14), 

especially robust asynchronous connections. 

Opportunities for Faculty Developers 

While faculty can navigate their own social learning opportunities in online 

spaces like Twitter, these increasingly resource-strained faculty could use the support of 

teaching and learning centers (TLCs) to make sense of how to leverage social networking 

sites for teaching development. TLCs could also offer more of a learning community 

structure for faculty that dips into larger online spaces, providing increased flexibility for 

faculty who prefer traditional learning opportunities and those who prefer different 

content and ideas. TLCs can facilitate more private, controlled, familiar spaces that 

provide flexible engagement, such as Slack or Discord, Zoom, Google Groups, and even 

Facebook Groups. These tools provide faculty a social, anytime, anywhere space to talk 

with one another about teaching, but with clearer boundaries and more privacy. Faculty 

in this study used Twitter to stay in tune with larger teaching conversations, but often 

reserved the word “community” for smaller gatherings that took place on the side in these 

closed spaces. 

Recent literature on faculty development showed a clear case for updating TLC 

programs and services to reflect faculty needs (Austin & Sorcinelli, 2013; Beach et al., 

2016; Lian, 2014), with “time, location, and inconvenience” being significant barriers to 

teaching-related professional development (Lian, 2014, p. 115). While faculty are using 

TLCs’ self-paced web resources and courses (Beach et al., 2016, pp. 76-77), much more 

can be done with professional development online, and the focus should be on social, 

peer learning among faculty to combat the isolation of teaching work. Faculty developers 



141 

and TLCs should prioritize a variety of “untethered” (Leafstedt & Pacansky-Brock, 2016) 

social learning opportunities. When such “opportunities to learn” (Lave & Wenger, 1991) 

are organized around a central topic like ungrading, faculty developers can achieve a 

community of practice even if its participants are engaging in different but connected 

ways.  

David Buck’s structure for the #UNgrading Virtual Book Club might be good 

inspiration for what faculty development should look like. It had the same purpose as 

most book clubs: reading the book with others and discussing its ideas and potential 

applications. Its structure is what made wider, more varied participation possible while 

still maintaining a community feeling: Twitter chats allowed semi-synchronous 

discussion for Twitter users; Zoom meetings allowed synchronous audio and text-based 

discussion; archives allowed asynchronous review; the Pressbook allowed one to share 

their ideas and resources in a more substantive way. This varied approach also allowed 

community adaptability: while smaller group spaces set up in Sutori did not gain much 

traction, high activity in other areas meant the community did not fizzle out. As a 

community college instructor with a heavy teaching load, Buck and other faculty could 

benefit from TLCs organizing these social opportunities to learn. 

Some TLCs and faculty developers have provided teaching development 

opportunities similar to Buck’s #UNgrading Virtual Book Club, but with different 

structures. Robin DeRosa and Martha Burtis of Plymouth State University’s Open CoLab 

organized a large learning community on ungrading. Burtis led an on campus workshop 

on Ungrading, which was recorded and made public on YouTube (PSU Open, 2019, 

October 8). After PSU faculty spent months implementing and reflecting on ungrading 



142 

practices, Open CoLab organized a webinar highlighting faculty and students’ ungrading 

experiences and then bringing in “ungrading rock stars Jesse Stommel and Clarissa 

Sorensen-Unruh” (“Ungrading Webinar,” 2020). Leading up to this event, Open CoLab 

tweeted an invitation for anyone to share ungrading stories (Open Learning & Teaching 

Collaborative, 2019, December 2), which were shared in a chapbook alongside a variety 

of ungrading resources (“Ungrading Webinar,” 2020). Some participants shared their 

ungrading and other teaching work on personal blogs. Organizing these ways to learn 

allowed faculty and students to engage in a variety of ways, with a focus on their own 

institution but branching out to the public as well. 

PSU’s Open CoLab created multiple opportunities for PSU faculty and students to 

engage with each other and a Twitter public of educators. Similarly, faculty developer 

Autumm Caines organized a course on Digital Pedagogy, Identity, Networks, and 

Scholarship, inviting faculty to engage on Twitter with the hashtag #DigPINS (Bali & 

Caines, 2018). While Twitter was one online networking space, participants were 

encouraged to explore multiple spaces, some more private than others, similar to Hollett 

and Kalir’s (2017) graduate course.  

In order for faculty developers to design flexible teaching development 

opportunities and guide faculty into how to create such opportunities for themselves, 

faculty developers should curate their own learning ecologies in these online spaces. 

Engaging with other faculty developers, faculty, and educators on Twitter helps faculty 

developers achieve the breadth of teaching knowledge often required of their careers. 

Engaging in multiple online spaces, such as book clubs, smaller communities of practice, 
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Facebook Groups, and Twitter at large helps them experience how these spaces work 

differently and what combination might work for their TLCs and faculty.  

Recognizing that many faculty are not yet ready or willing to dive into teaching 

development via social media, faculty developers can serve as brokers between their in-

person, institutionally based audience and the larger affordances of Twitter. For example, 

faculty developers can enrich their resources and communications with useful resources 

found on Twitter. Since accounts are not required to view tweets, faculty developers can 

link to notable Twitter threads related to a workshop topic or blog post. Faculty might be 

more motivated to create their own Twitter accounts if they see the ideas and resources 

shared there. To help faculty take first steps into joining Twitter, faculty developers could 

keep lists of people to follow on Twitter related to teaching topics. Similar to Autumm 

Caines’ #DigPINS program (Bali & Caines, 2018), faculty developers can facilitate 

teaching development that directly involves how a faculty member can develop their 

digital identity, working in spaces like Twitter but also in offline and closed online 

spaces. Such programs provide the benefit of institutionally based teaching development 

with other possibilities for growth. 

TLCs can increase the likelihood of success in facilitating online communities of 

practice by being mindful of the four factors that made #ungrading successful: 

terminology, masters, a kairotic moment, and organizers. Faculty developers can be key 

organizers, but they can bring people into a conversation based on terminology, masters, 

and kairotic moment. PSU’s Open CoLab tapped into the terminology of ungrading, 

provided faculty development for invested faculty, and these faculty became “masters” in 

the practice at their institution. For online communities of practice around other teaching 
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topics, faculty developers can recognize the opportune time (kairotic moment) to 

introduce ways to discuss a teaching topic (terminology), identify those at the institution 

who have had success in this teaching practice (masters), and facilitate flexible learning 

activities in different online and offline spaces (organizers). Like David Buck did with 

the Twitter Chat hosts for the #UNgrading Virtual Book Club, faculty developers can 

also call on other faculty to be organizers of conversations by asking them to volunteer to 

start up discussion for a certain timeframe. 

Limitations 

As with other social networking sites, Twitter algorithms customize a user 

experience based on each user’s activity. While those tuned into ungrading conversations 

on Twitter experience enough overlap to feel like they are seeing the same content, they 

see different activity based on their disciplines and existing networks. These algorithms 

also amplify accounts that are already popular and make less visible those with fewer 

followers. These factors likely limited the conversations I observed, reinforcing people I 

already knew were influential in ungrading. These individualized Twitter experiences 

make it difficult to view any Twitter conversation as a unified culture or public as 

ethnographers experience at different sites. Triangulating data helped mitigate these 

limitations, as interview data led me to tweets I had not observed and other artifacts 

informed how people perceive Twitter interactions.  

The 3-month duration of this digital ethnography was shorter than others: 

immersive ethnography calls for more than a year of deep involvement with the virtual 

field site (Savin-Baden & Tombs, 2017), and other digital ethnographies have spanned 

months or years. As with other digital ethnographies of this duration, I compensated for a 
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shorter observation period by also doing a historical search of related Twitter activity 

(Latzko-Toth et al., 2016; Richmond, 2014; Stewart, 2015). I did not attend all 

synchronous #UNgrading Virtual Book Club activities, but for those I did not attend I 

watched Zoom recordings and browsed through Twitter Chat archives. 

Interview data was limited in that there was no follow-up data collection from 

interviewees directly such as through another interview or a written reflection on one’s 

own Twitter activity (Stewart, 2015). Follow up might have allowed me to ask for 

elaboration on initial interview points, and interviewees may have had more to share after 

thinking more about the interview content.  

Future Research 

In this digital ethnography, I studied one small Twitter group based on an interest 

in ungrading among college faculty. By complementing observation of Twitter data with 

corresponding blog posts, presentations (in-person workshop recordings, webinars, 

podcasts), and publications, this content analysis-supported digital ethnography 

methodology could be applied to other studies on professional learning development. My 

methods could be applied to different college teaching topics on Twitter and yield similar 

or very different peer learning cultures. Lateral Twitter-based studies could begin to show 

whether there are related cultures around teaching development among college faculty. A 

similar study could also be extended to other social networking sites such as Facebook, as 

Facebook is likely more familiar among faculty and its closed group options allow clearer 

community boundaries that may be appealing to faculty.  

This ethnography studied faculty who were already established on Twitter. A 

future study could engage those who are not yet on Twitter, are less visible on Twitter, or 
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have had negative experiences on Twitter in order to understand what barriers they 

encounter or how they perceive Twitter culture. Different groups could be studied with 

this focus, such as faculty underrepresented in academia and their disciplines, or faculty 

less inclined to use technology in the classroom or teach online. Such research could help 

improve faculty experiences on Twitter or determine more fitting online spaces for 

teaching development.  

A longitudinal study could create a deeper understanding of how faculty teaching 

identities and practices are shaped through online networks. This study would give 

faculty more opportunities to reflect on their own social media activity and how their 

activity changes over time, from the center of one community of practice to legitimate 

peripheral participation in another. Such a study could be done in collaboration with 

faculty engaging in ungrading, giving these faculty the opportunity to share their 

experiences and outcomes. Additionally, this research would provide a better 

understanding of what makes an online community of practice last longer than similar 

CoPs. 

More studies could be added to a small but growing body of educational 

development research on how faculty developers and TLCs are providing more social, 

online-situated communities of practice (Bali & Caines, 2018; Cohn et al., 2016; Sipes, 

Minix, & Barton, 2020). Disseminating these practices and their efficacy could help 

faculty developers imagine new possibilities for teaching-related professional 

development beyond static online resources. These possibilities can range from those 

situated in public venues, focusing on the context of one institution and its faculty, or a 

combination. 
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Conclusion 

Legitimate peripheral participation is a social learning process that invites people 

to consider new possibilities in their practice. Online spaces like Twitter create more 

opportunities for legitimate peripheral participation, especially the kind that helped 

faculty consider alternatives to grading. Some faculty who practiced ungrading started at 

the periphery, being pulled into a practice they had never imagined but then ended up 

changing everything. “Well, in that time span, it was all over my Twitter timeline,” said 

one ungrader, “#NOGRADES! The hashtags #ungrading and #gradeless were in my face, 

taunting me. I had this constant conversation with myself: These people are crazy; we 

need to assign grades” (Priebe, n.d.). She saw a conversation unfolding that questioned a 

core construct of formal schooling, remaining at the periphery where she “hemmed and 

hawed about it” until she finally “dipp[ed her] toes into the blasphemous waters.” She 

brought this social, online process to her face-to-face context at her department and a 

conference, then shared those back into the online public via a Google Drive folder 

pinned to her Twitter profile (Sybil, 2020). A year later, she would say that “ungrading 

can solve everything” (Sybil, 2021). In just these few social media artifacts we see a 

transformation in practice that started at the periphery of a Twitter-based community of 

practice. 

As shown in this example and developed in digital ethnography methodology, 

these learning spaces and cultures do not live solely online, but allow faculty with their 

full selves and teaching identities to share their experiences and listen to others that they 

otherwise would not reach. Faculty who are a part of #ungrading and a higher education 

version of Teaching Twitter culture deeply value a perceived community, although its 
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borders are nebulous and its members’ participation evolves. As Lave and Wenger’s 

(1991) early definition of communities of practice stated, all people live in multiple, 

overlapping communities of practice (p. 98), including the spaces and places where they 

teach and work alongside other faculty. During the COVID-19 pandemic, that space was 

online—and Twitter was a shared public space that offered much needed connection and 

imagination of what could be.  

A less-recognized concept of communities of practice is the goal of developing 

one’s identity. TLCs need to think broader about what it means to develop teaching: 

rather than only focusing on an instructor’s skills and outcomes, it should also be about 

reflecting on one's teaching identity and practice through social interaction with others. 

This social interaction does not always have to be in some extroverted form but can also 

be in providing opportunities to listen to and know others. 

While the #UNgrading Virtual Book Club concluded on June 19, 2021, the 

Twitter-based social learning around #ungrading continues. Due to unifying terminology, 

the #ungrading hashtag continues to have staying power, meaning anyone can tap into 

this conversation at any time, tagging Laura Gibbs, Jesse Stommel, or other ungrading 

“masters.” David Buck is planning an “un-conference” event called #UNgrading 

EdCamp for November 2021, and when he put out a call for co-planners, I volunteered 

along with several others. We coordinate our work on Discord, and plan on having 

options for live talks on Twitter Spaces, choose-your-topic conversations in Zoom 

breakout rooms, and asynchronous conversations and connections in Discord. As a 

faculty developer, I can invite faculty at my institution and in my networks to join these 

events. I have shared this opportunity on my social networking sites, including a closed 
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Facebook group of faculty reading the Ungrading book. With this work, I hope faculty 

will find their way to the periphery of an #ungrading community of practice and whatever 

other networks and communities they might find on “the Twitter” and the online beyond. 
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