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Abstract 

This action-oriented research inquiry explored how might an inclusive learning community 

cocreate guidelines to support teaching and learning excellence in the Business Administration 

Diploma program at the Southern Alberta Institute of Technology? Utilizing an appreciative 

inquiry methodology, stakeholders engaged in surveys and a focus group to share their 

experiences of teaching and learning excellence. Four themes and 14 subthemes emerged from 

the data and together informed four conclusions: inclusive learning communities, responsive 

instructional practice, applied, experiential learning, and relevant course content. Five 

recommendations emerged from these conclusions, incorporating specific calls to action around 

each characteristic of teaching and learning excellence. The recommendations also included a 

process for wider stakeholder participation toward cocreating a teaching and learning framework. 

The cocreation of knowledge and generative learning outcomes may continue to inspire 

innovative and iterative approaches toward ensuring teaching and learning excellence in the 

program. 
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Executive Summary 

Cocreating engaged and inspired experiences for students and instructors in the Business 

Administration Diploma (BA) program, within the School of Business (SBU) at the Southern 

Alberta Institute of Technology (SAIT), is both a priority and a challenge. The coronavirus 

disease 2019 (COVID-19) global pandemic has brought a level of uncertainty that creates 

complexity in planning and delivering quality teaching and learning experiences. In spite of 

moving to a fully online delivery for the last four semesters (in light of the pandemic), the 

program has experienced continued growth. Supporting program growth while ensuring quality 

experiences is challenging as SAIT increasingly looks for ways to provide additional support and 

resources to an increasingly diverse student demographic, in parallel with decreased provincial 

government funding of postsecondary institutions. Creating cohesive approaches that might 

ensure more consistently positive experiences is also complicated by a multilayered 

organizational structure, in which multiple stakeholders are involved in every semester of the BA 

program. These challenges call on leaders within the BA program and SBU to both sharpen their 

focus, and their shared purpose. 

As an academic chair (AC) in the BA program at SAIT, I identified an opportunity to 

engage in action-oriented research to inquire how might an inclusive learning community 

cocreate guidelines to support teaching and learning excellence in the Business Administration 

Diploma program at the Southern Alberta Institute of Technology? Including key stakeholder 

voices was essential to understanding program strengths, teaching and learning values SBU and 

SAIT want reflected in their programs, and identifying how faculty might ensure consistent, 

quality teaching and learning experiences. 



IMPACTS OF AN INCLUSIVE LEARNING COMMUNITY  14 

In addition to my research inquiry question, I sought to answer five subquestions through 

this research:  

1. What do students, instructors, and administrators identify as highly engaged and 

meaningful teaching and learning experiences in the program? 

2. What mental models do students, instructors, and administrators hold in relation 

to excellence in teaching and learning? 

3. What does an ideal student experience include? 

4. What does an ideal teaching experience include? 

5. How might these descriptions of ideal teaching and learning experiences be 

codified and structured into a set of useful, implementable guidelines and 

implemented? 

The cocreation of guidelines to support teaching and learning excellence could prove to 

be a pilot project with the potential to have a transformational impact. Frameworks provide 

instructional support and direction in the delivery of quality teaching, and in the development of 

engaging, learner-centered experiences, as well as informing curriculum development and design 

in higher education (Wright & Osman, 2018). Additionally, frameworks help to shape identity 

and share organizational culture through highlighting unique characteristics, shared attitudes, 

values, goals, and practices related to teaching and learning (MacDonald, 2013; Stensaker, 

2015). Frameworks are not developed with the intention to be prescriptive, rather to build and 

communicate consensus of shared values and principles and to foster cohesion and engagement 

for both internal and external stakeholders (Hamilton et al., 2013; Stensaker, 2015). 

An appreciative inquiry (AI) methodology underpinned the research design. An AI 

approach, focusing on strengths and aspirational qualities of teaching and learning, aligned with 
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this research inquiry into how guidelines in support of excellence might be cocreated (Whitney 

& Trosten-Bloom, 2010). Data collection methods in the original research design included 

appreciative interviews in the form of surveys, focus groups, individual interviews, and the world 

café (TWC) online forum. TWC forum was adapted for this research inquiry as a data 

dissemination tool, where stakeholders would be invited to engage in purposeful conversations 

that could be directed to final recommendations. Procedural delays to the start of this research 

inquiry resulted in the scope of data collection being limited to two surveys and one focus group. 

TWC forum was included in final recommendations as a means of inviting wider stakeholder 

engagement and action planning.  

Ethical considerations were informed through guidelines published in the Tri-Council 

Policy Statement (Canadian Institutes of Health Research et al., 2018) on research ethics, 

focusing on the principles of respect for persons, welfare of others, and justice. I enlisted third-

party members of my inquiry team to mitigate any power-over issues that surfaced as a 

consideration because of my position as AC within the BA program. 

Quantitative data from surveys provided demographic indicators for each stakeholder 

group. I added the qualitative survey responses to data from the focus group for coding, which 

resulted in the determination of four themes and 14 subthemes. These informed four conclusions, 

with each conclusion being a key characteristic associated with teaching and learning excellence, 

and which together formed emergent guidelines: inclusive learning communities, responsive 

instructional practice, applied, experiential learning, and relevant course content (see Executive 

Summary Figure 1). 
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Executive Summary Figure 1 

The Research Inquiry Process 

 

Five recommendations emerged from these conclusions, incorporating specific calls to 

action: 

1. Invite stakeholders to build on these emergent teaching and learning guidelines to 

cocreate a comprehensive teaching and learning framework for the BA program. 

2. Foster inclusive learning communities within the BA program. I further advise SAIT 

(a) share community building best practices with instructors, (b) provide diversity 

support and resources, (c) leverage a cohort-based model, (d) promote flexible 

pathways, and (e) strengthen advising support and resources. 

3. Cultivate responsive instructional practices. I also recommend SAIT (a) encourage 

and promote SoTL among faculty and leadership and (b) provide support to 

incorporate feedback. 

4. Incorporate elements of applied experiential learning into each semester of the BA 

program. 

5. Ensure relevant course content through a culture of continuous improvement. 
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Inviting participation from a wider, more inclusive learning community engages more 

faculty, leaders, advisors, staff, and students across the program, thereby providing an 

opportunity for the study findings to be more widely disseminated and concludes Cooperrider et 

al.’s (2005) AI Design phase and signals the final implementation stage of the process. This 

approach also invites additional voices into the conversation in an effort to engage a wider and 

more inclusive learning community in the process of cocreating generative knowledge outcomes. 

The guidelines that have emerged thus far provide a foundation from which further iteration can 

occur toward shared values and principles of teaching and learning excellence. 

Outcomes of this action-oriented research project served the dual purpose of creating 

deeper understanding through the cocreation of knowledge outcomes and continued positive 

change through the ongoing democratization of knowledge (Bradbury, 2015). Knowledge 

outcomes were developed in the tangible form of emergent guidelines to support teaching and 

learning excellence within the BA program. The appreciative inquiry process continues to serve 

as a change catalyst to inspire future generative outcomes through the process of bringing a more 

inclusive community of stakeholders together in a collaborative, reflexive process to share 

knowledge and to cocreate final recommendations and an action plan toward development of a 

teaching and learning framework. 
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Chapter One: Focus and Framing 

In March 2020, with the onset of the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) global 

pandemic, the School of Business (SBU) at the Southern Alberta Institute of Technology (SAIT) 

shifted from face-to-face program delivery to a fully online delivery, within 3 days. That shift 

required a coherent, collaborative approach to support faculty, students, administrators, and staff 

through a tumultuous and unprecedented time. Leveraging lessons learned, and in anticipation of 

SAIT’s first delivery of a brand-new (now also fully online) summer semester for the Business 

Administration (BA) diploma program within the SBU, I cocreated a community of practice in 

May 2020 to share knowledge and resources in support of positive student experiences. With 

quick development and ongoing iteration of online pedagogies and a diversity of supporting 

technology emerging, it became apparent that instructors’ individual preferences and approaches 

might not align to support an inclusive and consistent learner-centred focus. Through the BA 

community of practice, myself, faculty, adjuncts, and our academic advisor were able to come 

together to develop a shared purpose and an understanding of expectations in this new fully 

online delivery to ensure positive student experiences. The BA program’s community of practice 

served to (a) address immediate challenges, (b) elevate the conversation to ideate innovative 

approaches, and (c) collaborate on cross-pollination of courses in semester one of the BA 

program. 

These positive outcomes sparked my interest as an academic chair (AC) in the BA 

program at SAIT to further explore the impact an inclusive learning community might have on 

teaching and learning within the BA program. I identified an opportunity to engage in action-

oriented research to examine the following inquiry question: How might an inclusive learning 

community cocreate guidelines to support teaching and learning excellence in the Business 
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Administration Diploma program at the Southern Alberta Institute of Technology? An inclusive 

learning community invites voices that might not otherwise be included in the conversation. 

Including these key stakeholder voices was essential to understand the program strengths and the 

teaching and learning values the SBU wants reflected in the BA program and to identify how the 

school might ensure consistent, quality teaching and learning experiences. 

In addition to my research inquiry question, this research addresses five subquestions:  

1. What do students, instructors, and administrators identify as highly engaged and 

meaningful teaching and learning experiences in the program? 

2. What mental models do students, instructors, and administrators hold in relation to 

excellence in teaching and learning? 

3. What does an ideal student experience include? 

4. What does an ideal teaching experience include? 

5. How might these descriptions of ideal teaching and learning experiences be codified 

and structured into a set of useful, implementable guidelines and implemented? 

The cocreation of guidelines to support teaching and learning excellence could prove to 

be a pilot project for the school with the potential to have a transformational impact. In Chapter 1 

of this report, I discuss the topic and purpose of my action-oriented research project, describe the 

significance of this inquiry to the organization, and explore the organizational context from a 

systems perspective. In Chapter 2, I review potentially relevant literature sources in relation to 

my research inquiry question. Chapter 3 summarizes the research methodology, data collection 

methods, project participants, study conduct, data analysis and validity, and ethical implications. 

Chapter 3 concludes with a review of inquiry outputs, knowledge mobilization strategies that 

might be employed, and the contribution and application of this research inquiry to the 
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organization. Chapter 4 examines the inquiry project findings, with a focus on participants’ 

voices and feedback, followed by my interpretations and conclusions drawn from my research, 

as well as a discussion of the scope and limitations of this inquiry. Finally, Chapter 5 provides 

detailed recommendations and explores the organizational implications as well as implications 

for future inquiry. 

Through the articulation of my engaged action-oriented research project and findings, I 

developed clarity of purpose and an understanding of the potential transformational impact of 

this change intervention. I also developed an appreciation for systems concepts as they applied to 

my own influence within my organization, and to understanding the complex challenges and 

impacts of this proposed change intervention on my partner organization and key stakeholders. 

Potential impacts of this research inquiry are examined further in the following section exploring 

the significance of the inquiry. 

Significance of the Inquiry 

The BA program enrolment targets across all three intakes will result in approximately 

1,080 new students admitted into the program each academic year. This represents one of the 

largest program enrolments for the institution and provides a significant financial contribution to 

the SBU and SAIT. Meeting enrolment targets, while ensuring retention and completion rates 

remain high, are important benchmarks for the program and school. 

Current reductions in provincial government funding to all postsecondary institutions in 

Alberta have resulted in increased competition for domestic and international students and 

pressure to balance budgetary shortfalls with cost-cutting measures (SAIT, 2020a). The result 

has been sector-wide hiring freezes, lay-offs, and reductions to available resources for faculty, 

staff, and students in postsecondary education. Simultaneously, this climate makes cocreating 
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positive student experiences critical. SBU’s ability to attract and retain students underpins the 

success of the school and institution. Discussions between the current provincial government and 

postsecondary institutions in Alberta regarding key performance indicators (KPIs) that will be 

used for future provincial government funding decisions are ongoing (Nicolaides, 2020). Full-

load equivalent (FLE) students enrolled are anticipated as a potential KPI for future funding 

levels as a measure of institutional enrolments (Barnetson, 2020). Attracting and retaining 

students becomes even more important in this climate and makes teaching and learning 

excellence in the BA program a focus. 

The global pandemic that resulted in the closure of postsecondary campuses in March 

2020 and the shift to online delivery of all programs continued for four consecutive semesters. 

The new BA semester from May to August was delivered for the first time in 2020 and was fully 

online with this delivery mode continuing throughout our Fall 2020, Winter 2021, and Spring–

Summer 2021 semesters. While some uncertainty remains, SAIT anticipates the Fall 2021 

semester will likely see the return to campus for most of the institution. Growth targets within 

BA and SBU may outpace the availability of physical facilities, and there is a possibility that an 

eventual return to campus may necessitate a move to a blended learning environment within the 

BA program. This level of uncertainty and potential for ongoing rapid change makes it critical 

SBU leadership explore ways of including all stakeholders, creating common ground, shared 

purpose and working together to cocreate knowledge and resources (Stroh, 2015). 

The BA program relies on approximately 70 faculty and adjunct instructors within the 

SBU to deliver most of the BA courses. Additionally, communications, math, and statistics 

courses are serviced by instructors from Learner and Academic Services (LAS), an area within 

SAIT but outside of the SBU. In total, SBU and LAS have eight different ACs, including me, 



IMPACTS OF AN INCLUSIVE LEARNING COMMUNITY  24 

responsible for course deliveries within the BA program, for in excess of 1,500 students (K. 

Baldwin, personal communication, September 22, 2021).1 Many of these students are new to 

postsecondary and to online learning. 

In addition to the challenges posed through fully online delivery, the number of 

stakeholders, and a complex, multilayered organizational structure, SAIT has a student 

population that includes all of the major groups that may experience interacting oppressions. 

These include geographic origin and nationality, immigration status, race and cultural 

background, gender and sexual orientation, accessibility, family and economic status, work and 

educational background, and learning and cognitive style. Ensuring inclusive learning 

environments and consistent, engaged, and positive experiences for students continues to be a 

priority and a challenge. 

The Spring–Summer 2020 online semester resulted in a comparatively small BA intake 

of four cohorts, with a total of 101 students and 11 instructors. This small intake allowed SBU to 

more easily iterate a new approach to ensuring consistency and a positive student experience, 

through the cocreation of a community of practice with me as well as instructors from LAS and 

SBU and the BA Academic Advisor at the time. We were also able to obtain feedback on the 

student experience from this new semester. 

Results of a survey and focus group with students enrolled that semester indicated 82% of 

BA students found the program met or exceeded their expectations, 93% indicated they felt 

welcomed into the program, and 84% said they made the right choice to start their program in 

May (SAIT Business Intelligence & Analytics, 2020a, 2020b). Prior to the start of the Fall 

                                                 

1 This personal communication was used with permission. 
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semester, on behalf of the BA community of practice I shared the lessons learned through this 

pilot as well as the student feedback in a town hall presentation to the SBU in August 2020 

(SAIT, 2020c). This pilot project and resulting student feedback lends credence to the value of 

continued exploration of potential impacts of an inclusive learning community on teaching and 

learning within the program. 

This action-oriented research inquiry includes the engagement of several key 

stakeholders: students, faculty, and adjunct instructors in the program, key administrators at 

SAIT, including ACs in the SBU, SBU’s associate dean, and dean. Further benefits to these 

stakeholders and to the organization are explored through an examination of the organizational 

context within the SBU and SAIT as well as a systems analysis. 

Organizational Context and Systems Analysis 

This action-oriented research inquiry involved exploring complex factors and required 

“seeing interconnections and patterns among elements rather than studying only the elements as 

disconnected units” (Bradbury et al., 2019, p. 139). This holistic approach to research is 

underpinned by the view that knowledge is created through the interactions of the subject with 

the context (Coleman, 2015; Gergen & Gergen, 2015). This is demonstrated in this research 

inquiry that explores the impact of an inclusive learning community on the cocreation of 

knowledge and generative learning outcomes, which may continue to inspire change toward 

collaborative, innovative, iterative approaches to engaging and supporting students and 

instructors. 

According to Coghlan (2019), understanding organizational context is a critical element 

of an inquiry process. Understanding the organization from both internal and external contexts, 

“affects both the readiness and capability for participating in action research” (Coghlan, 2019, 
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p. 5). Since organizational context is always shifting and changing, I see this as pivotal to why 

Coghlan described action-oriented research as an iterative process, in which the action research 

cycle of “constructing, planning action, taking action and evaluating action” (p. 9) is ongoing. 

Within the SAIT organizational context, exploring impacts on teaching and learning in 

the BA program requires an understanding of the complexity of the whole system. Who are the 

key stakeholders and relationships impacting teaching and learning at the program, school and 

institutional level? Further, how are they impacted by external pressures and challenges to the 

institution, and how are microlevel challenges and pressures outwardly manifested? 

Understanding these complex relationships and interconnections is critical to a successful change 

intervention (Stroh, 2015). From this perspective, it becomes important to develop a shared 

understanding and consensus of the current reality and to understand how it might be impacted 

as a result of the action-oriented change catalyst in that environment (Burns, 2015). The 

cocreation of teaching and learning guidelines might positively impact teaching and learning 

excellence at the program level and could be a pilot project for the school with potential to 

provide a roadmap for other programs. Maintaining consistently high-quality, inclusive student 

experiences will result in a direct positive impact on retention and enrolment numbers going 

forward, and increased program completion rates. These are critical KPIs for the program, 

school, and institution. This research also poses opportunities for increased engagement and 

instructional support that could inspire faculty toward more innovative and iterative approaches 

to engaging students within shared program guidelines. 

Generative learning outcomes from this change intervention come from continued 

iteration. Closing the loop on this change intervention requires gathering data and feedback and 

codifying it into structured and implementable guidelines. Then, continuing to gather and 



IMPACTS OF AN INCLUSIVE LEARNING COMMUNITY  27 

analyze data from KPIs related to teaching and learning excellence is required on an ongoing 

basis to ensure guidelines continue to support desired outcomes. Outcomes are aligned to 

strategic goals at the program, school and institutional level and support the institution’s vision 

and mission. 

SAIT’s (2020b) vision is “to be a global leader in applied education” (p. 3). SAIT’s 

(2020b) mission is to “prepare students for successful careers and lives” (p. 3). Strategic 

priorities are identified in the organization’s strategic plan for 2020–2025 (SAIT, 2020b), 

developed through a collaborative process at multiple levels throughout the organization and 

shared across the institution. SAIT’s (2020b) strategic priorities focus on a “commitment to 

excellence” (p. 4) for people, culture, and growth. Recognizing and supporting employee 

excellence, investing in approaches that increase organizational effectiveness, and building a 

collaborative, dynamic culture are goals that were directly supported through this action-research 

inquiry question and its outcomes. 

Stroh’s (2015) four-stage change process described how organizations could work toward 

understanding the complex systems within which they operate and utilize collaboration, inquiry 

and advocacy, and strategic planning to break unproductive reinforcing feedback loops and 

achieve transformative results. I found it very much aligned with Beckhard and Harris’s (2009) 

change process considerations which include an examination of current state, desired future state, 

possible steps to close the gap, and identification of support and resources available. I leveraged 

these as a potential framework for developing my research subquestions and they informed my 

thinking and approach for the inquiry process. 

From a systems lens, developing a shared understanding and consensus of the current 

reality, and why it is the current reality, forms the basis for the change intervention and enables 
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researchers to understand how that current reality might change as a result of the action-oriented 

change catalyst in that environment (Burns, 2015). As Burns (2015) indicated, “We want to find 

ways in which to keep in balance the things that are working, and to reverse the negative spirals 

of the things that aren’t” (p. 5). In my research at the program level, this applied to the 

exploration of the impact of an inclusive learning community and how balancing appreciative 

inquiry and advocacy might result in the cocreation of guidelines to support teaching and 

learning excellence. This might impact the BA and SBU KPIs and inform further understanding 

of student flow-through into advanced standing for SAIT’s Bachelor of Business Administration 

(BBA) program. The success of the BA program is interconnected with other stakeholder groups 

across the school and institution who support learner success, accessibility, admission and 

registration, recruitment, communication, and marketing efforts. 

A shared perspective of successful change processes seems to lie in the requirement to 

develop a foundation for change to occur before beginning any process. Dickson et al. (2012) 

indicated that a focus on change readiness and capacity for change at the outset would allow 

deeper understanding of which approaches could most effectively support change. Stroh (2015) 

described the first stage in his four-stage change process model as “build a foundation for 

change” (p. 77). In this step, key stakeholders are identified and engaged and common ground is 

established, including shared vision and a sense of current reality. Collaborative capacity is also 

a focus and involves building systems thinking capacity, the ability to tackle complexity, and 

enhancing listening and inquiry skills. Finally, Stroh (2015) identified cultivating a sense of 

shared responsibility for the current reality as critical before beginning the next stage of actually 

determining the current reality. 
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Spending time to develop readiness for change was not as critical in this project, simply 

because the urgency for change was already established through circumstances beyond our 

control. The current pandemic pushed SAIT into a new model for delivering content, and 

consequently, a new way of thinking about teaching and learning excellence, whether educators 

would choose it or not. External pressures created a focus on growing enrolment and retaining 

students, all while doing more with less. This research inquiry became a change catalyst by 

inviting cocreation of community, connection, and building collaborative capacity to engage in 

productive dialogue that balanced inquiry and advocacy (Stroh, 2015). 

Overview of the Thesis 

This research had a dual purpose; both to create deeper understanding through the 

cocreation of knowledge and to create positive change through collaboration and the 

democratization of knowledge (Bradbury, 2015). Within the context of the larger action-oriented 

inquiry approach, Appreciative Inquiry (AI) was the methodology used. AI is a collaborative 

approach that seeks to identify special qualities and strengths as a path to continued 

development, rather than a focus on problem identification and solutions (Boyd & Bright, 2007; 

Chevalier & Buckles, 2019). Engaging stakeholders in an appreciative approach to identify key 

elements of excellence in teaching and learning within the BA program at SAIT resulted in the 

emergence of teaching and learning guidelines with the potential to increase cohesion and 

community building across the program and consistency in positive learner and instructor 

experiences. Having the ability to lead in this space and to bring participants from key 

stakeholder groups together through an inclusive learning community creates capacity for 

everyone who wants to participate, to be included, heard, and validated. It was a challenge and 

an opportunity to balance advocacy and inquiry, hold space for dialogue and ideation, and create 
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a potentially transformative outcome for the program. In Chapter 2, I present a review of 

literature related to this research inquiry, and to teaching and learning frameworks in particular. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

In this chapter, I explore relevant literature related to the inquiry question: How might an 

inclusive learning community cocreate guidelines to support teaching and learning excellence in 

the Business Administration Diploma program at the Southern Alberta Institute of Technology? I 

also examine five main subquestions:  

1. What do students, instructors, and administrators identify as highly engaged and 

meaningful teaching and learning experiences in the program? 

2. What mental models do students, instructors, and administrators hold in relation to 

excellence in teaching and learning? 

3. What does an ideal student experience include? 

4. What does an ideal teaching experience include? 

5. How might these descriptions of ideal teaching and learning experiences be codified 

and structured into a set of useful, implementable guidelines and implemented? 

To address these questions, it is important to first understand teaching and learning 

frameworks and their purpose within higher education. I discuss postsecondary institutions that 

have developed a teaching and learning framework and the purpose they serve both 

organizationally and in service of promoting excellence in teaching and learning. Further, I 

discuss the concept of inclusion and community in its application to the development of a 

teaching and learning framework as well as its adaptation to inclusion and community within a 

potential teaching and learning framework. Finally, I explore literature related to common values 

and principles found within various teaching and learning frameworks that are indicative of 

aspects of excellence in teaching and learning. This final topic evolved through the data as 

shared themes around excellence in teaching and learning emerged. 
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Teaching and Learning Frameworks 

Teaching and learning frameworks serve as a synthesized set of epistemological 

considerations that provide direction and focus in the design and facilitation of learning 

experiences (Blankson et al., 2016). A framework is foundational to the implementation of 

specific teaching strategies and educational objectives that align with deeper beliefs and values 

around knowledge and learning. Frameworks provide instructional support and direction in the 

delivery of quality teaching, in the development of engaging, learner-centred experiences, as 

well as informing curriculum development and design in higher education (Wright & Osman, 

2018). 

Teaching and learning frameworks developed at an institutional level often describe 

important and unique characteristics and educational principles that shape an institution’s 

identity and provide insight into organizational culture from the perspective of shared attitudes, 

values, goals, and practices (MacDonald, 2013; Stensaker, 2015). A framework connects the 

institution’s mission and vision with embodied teaching and learning values and practices. As 

such, “articulating an institutional identity can be an important tool for promoting organizational 

sense-making, encouraging institutional affiliation, supporting change management efforts, and 

shaping long-term identity and culture” (Hamilton et al., 2013, p. 17). 

Many institutional teaching and learning frameworks have been developed through 

various collective examinations of shared values and practices related to teaching and learning 

across an institution. Often, frameworks are developed as a collaborative effort across varied 

stakeholder groups, where hundreds of participants may be engaged in the process of identifying, 

synthesizing, and codifying these into a shared framework. Memorial University (2011) initially 

engaged over 90 members of the university community in their work to develop a teaching and 
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learning framework, with efforts culminating in over 65 consultation sessions and almost 700 

participants. Carleton University (2018) engaged administrators, leaders, and members of 

academic and professional service units, as well as undergraduate and graduate students, in a 

process of developing a teaching and learning framework. Royal Roads University (2021) 

engaged faculty members, administrators, staff, and students, and other key external stakeholders 

through a process of consultations, presentations to key stakeholder groups, and in-person and 

live-streamed community cafes (Hamilton et al., 2013). The value of engaging both internal and 

external stakeholders in the process of coming together to cocreate generative knowledge 

outcomes is well documented by Senge (2006) in his exploration of a learning organization. 

As I discuss here, frameworks are not developed with the intention to be prescriptive. 

Rather, teaching and learning frameworks serve to build and communicate consensus of shared 

values and principles related to quality teaching and learning. They align to strategic plans and 

serve as a guidepost for further evaluation and iteration. According to Marin et al. (2020), the 

purpose in developing a teaching and learning framework for the University of Alberta was “to 

communicate and build consensus about effective teaching, to support multifaceted evaluation of 

teaching at the University of Alberta by describing the dimensions of quality teaching, [and] to 

suggest forms of evidence and indicators of quality teaching” (p. 4). Similarly, Hamilton et al. 

(2013) noted the Royal Roads University (2021) learning, teaching, and research model (LTRM) 

was designed “not to advocate for ‘one best way’ to teach, but to integrate common design 

elements in RRU [Royal Roads University] programs” (p. 12), with a focus on creating a 

cohesive approach toward “authentic and relevant learning that create[s] engaging and relevant 

experiences” (p. 12). They also noted the LTRM provides consensus for “what we do, why we 

do it and how it contributes to living our shared values” (Hamilton et al., 2013, p. 5). Another 
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example is found in Carleton University’s (2018) framework that articulated the values, 

principles, and goals that guide the teaching and learning activities at the university within the 

context of its strategic integrated plan. Its overarching goal is “to enhance the educational 

experience at Carleton in order to promote student engagement, learning, and success” (Carleton 

University, 2018, p. 1). Memorial University’s (2011) comprehensive teaching and learning 

framework articulated the core values and principles of teaching and learning, described the 

characteristics of a vibrant teaching and learning community, and also established the criteria 

against which innovation in teaching and learning could be evaluated. The University of 

Colorado Boulder (2018) developed a teaching quality framework (TQF) through which a value 

on high-quality teaching is aligned with resources and approaches to improving student learning: 

“drawing on decades of scholarship and national models, this initiative creates a common 

campus-wide approach that is disciplinarily defined and enacted, and centrally supported” (p. 1). 

Ohio State University’s (n.d.) institutional educational framework was developed with the intent 

that it should serve as a guidepost for subsequent changes by first establishing the institution’s 

academic mission and key qualities related to teaching and learning. Similarly, the University of 

Calgary’s (2011) integrated framework for teaching and learning detailed a 5-year plan to 

enhance teaching and learning on their campus. Subsequent plans then focused on principles 

centred on learners and learning, shared vision across students, faculty, staff, and academic 

leaders, commitment to innovation, disciplinary diversity, sustainability, and integrating teaching 

and research (University of Calgary, 2014). 

From an organizational perspective, as institutions of higher education continue to look 

for ways to position themselves within an increasingly competitive marketplace, effectively 

communicating their unique institutional identity and value-add to potential students, faculty, 
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industry, and other internal and external stakeholders becomes paramount (Bok, 2003; Stensaker, 

2015). The value of a clearly defined and communicated institutional identity provides clarity for 

both internal and external stakeholders related to organizational dynamics, image, culture, and 

innovation, as well as fostering cohesion and engagement (Hamilton et al., 2013; Stensaker, 

2015). 

Neutszky-Wulff et al. (2016) supported the benefits of a teaching and learning framework 

to instructors and practitioners engaged in a community. These authors detailed the shared 

benefits of a framework that was developed for interfaculty sharing of experiences and 

enhancing communities of practice in relation to online and blended learning in higher education 

(Neutszky-Wulff et al., 2016). Ruggiero and Boehm (2015) described a slightly varied 

pedagogical framework in their online staff development module for e-learning and pedagogy. 

They discussed the creation of a community of inquiry framework to teach fundamentals of 

online pedagogy and allow instructors to create their own online learning modules (Ruggiero & 

Boehm, 2015). The common thread connecting all of this work is the perspective that a 

framework serves to provide support, direction, and a foundation upon which instructors can 

further develop their own instructional strategies with a common philosophical approach to 

learning and cocreation of knowledge, underpinning the tactical execution. In this way, 

instructional learning communities are facilitated through connection, dialogue, and sharing, 

with a resulting consistent approach underpinning a more positive student experience. The 

importance of learning communities and their positive impacts on teaching and learning within 

higher education is well documented and merited further exploration. 
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Learning Communities 

Schrum et al. (2005) defined learning communities as “individuals who share common 

purposes related to education” (p. 282). Wheatley (2009b) described the relational aspects of 

community as “the web of our interconnections, the safety net of caring that we extend to one 

another when life is hard” (p. 1). R. E. West and Williams (2018) identified that people’s ability 

to define community has become more complex in today’s multimodal educational platforms as 

community might take shape in face-to-face, online, or blended delivery modalities. They 

developed a framework for understanding community that transcends traditional spatial and 

geographic perceptions of community to include aspects of shared purpose and function, access, 

and further defined important affective and relational aspects: “sense of belonging, 

interdependence, trust, and faith in the shared purpose of the community” (R. E. West & 

Williams, 2018, p. 1571). Their model of community expanded the boundaries of a learning 

community to include characteristics that help to identify “Who is present? Who feels connected 

and accepted? Who shares the same vision or purpose? Who has been organized to achieve some 

goal?” (R. E. West & Williams, 2018, p. 1571). 

Zhao and Kuh (2004) identified that most learning communities rely upon collaboration, 

engagement, and active learning and provide opportunity for social activities beyond the 

classroom. The cocreation of knowledge through connection and enabling dialogue and sharing 

is underpinned by the support and caring of the members of a community. C. Watkins (2005) 

described that attending to both social relations and learning within a classroom is statistically 

indicated to be the most influential variable to classroom learning. While proponents of social 

constructivism propose learning is generated through individual sense-making from interaction 

with others, they also advance that, through dialogue, individuals coconstruct their own emergent 
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identities and behaviours (Cunliffe, 2008; Watkins, 2005). Within learning communities 

collaboration, dialogue, and sharing enables cocreation of generative knowledge outcomes, 

further supporting individual growth and knowledge. As such, learning communities 

operationalize a social constructivist approach to knowledge generation (Cross, 1998; C. 

Watkins, 2005; Zhao & Kuh, 2004). Consequently, “learning is deeper, more personally relevant, 

and becomes a part of who the student is, not just something the student has” (Zhao & Kuh, 

2004, p. 117). Within the context of higher education, learning communities have the potential to 

be high impact, powerful educational practices that enable connection and creation of uplifting 

experiences in service of both individuals and society (Lenning & Ebbers 1999; C. Watkins, 

2005; Zhao & Kuh, 2004). Wheatley (2009b) noted a benefit of connection and sharing through 

community is that it helps to “identify the spaces in which we can support ourselves, the 

members of our communities, and our organizations in having the deep conversations of 

connection and caring” (p. 6). Further, conversation and discourse within a community is noted 

to be particularly valuable when learners can be authentic and explicit in expressing themselves 

and when the discourse is learner focused and conversational rather than instructor directed 

(Elbers, 2003; Rogoff, 1994; R. E. West & Williams, 2018). As such, successful learning 

communities within higher education have been linked with positive outcomes: increased sense 

of belonging, greater relatedness and increased integration of academic and social experiences, 

higher engagement levels and increased academic effort and motivation, as well us greater 

tolerance for diversity (Lenning & Ebbers, 1999; C. Watkins, 2005; Zhao & Kuh, 2004; Tinto, 

2000). Additionally, opportunities to authentically connect students with peers contributes to 

increased retention rates and positively impacts individuals’ personal and interpersonal 

development (Tinto, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Zhao & Kuh, 2004). 
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The positive outcomes from engaged membership in a learning community is not limited 

to students. Lenning and Ebbers (1999) described benefits of learning communities among 

faculty as “diminished isolation, a shared purpose and cooperation among faculty colleagues, 

increased curricular integration, a fresh approach to one’s discipline, and increased satisfaction 

with their students’ learning” (p. 6). 

Diversity and Inclusion 

Increased positive outcomes in the form of openness to diversity and increased social 

tolerance are important aspects to examine within the context of learning communities. 

Achieving truly inclusive learning communities requires a deeper understanding of both diversity 

and inclusion. The Canadian Centre for Diversity and Inclusion (n.d.) asserted,  

Diversity is about the individual. It is about the variety of unique dimensions, qualities 

and characteristics we all possess. Inclusion is about the collective. It is about creating a 

culture that strives for equity and embraces, respects and accepts and values differences. 

(para. 5–6)  

The challenge of inclusion within a learning community is developing members’ capacity to both 

manage and celebrate multilayered and complex differences. Podlucká (2020) pointed to the 

legal obligation for higher education institutions to provide equal and inclusive learning 

opportunities for diverse learners. She asserted that even in the face of increasing calls for 

inclusive pedagogy that incorporates universal design learning practices, “those efforts still fall 

short of systematically addressing intersecting, oppressive, and anti-ableist practices in the 

classroom” (Podlucká, 2020, p. 69). This perspective is supported by research indicating that 

instructional support for providing reasonable accommodations is often met with resistance 



IMPACTS OF AN INCLUSIVE LEARNING COMMUNITY  39 

based on fear of lowering academic rigour and standards (B. G. Cook et at., 2006; L. Cook et al., 

2007; Freedman, 2010; Hart & Grigal, 2009). 

Thorpe-Moscon (2015) defined two distinct components of individuals’ perceptions of 

inclusion as “a sense of uniqueness and a sense of belongingness” (p. 2). A sense of uniqueness 

is derived from recognition and value of individuals’ unique identities and contributions, while a 

sense of belonging develops from feeling valued as a part of a group or community. Thorpe-

Moscon (2015) described a “belief held by experts that the needs for uniqueness and 

belongingness are in fact universal” (p. 2) and posited that when both of these affective 

components are perceived to exist, then follows a feeling of inclusion. Inclusive learning 

communities, in which uniqueness and belonging are simultaneously created, may engender 

higher-quality relationships, in which “differences that may create conflict and negative 

outcomes are mitigated through positive relationships and valuing of diverse identities” 

(Sugiyama et al., 2016, p. 257). Empowering learners in a community in which the instructor 

engages in “doing things with people, rather than to people” (Hollander, 2008, p. 3) helps to 

build inclusion through a climate of fairness, respect, and cooperation. Positive outcomes for 

participants who perceive a sense of inclusion are related to higher satisfaction, team citizenship 

and innovation, productivity and cooperation, improved decision making, increased persistence, 

and feelings of psychological safety (Boitano & Schockman, 2017; Hollander, 2008; Sugiyama, 

et al., 2016; Thorpe-Moscon, 2015). The value proposition of inclusive learning communities is 

demonstrated when members feel valued for their unique contributions and have a sense of 

belonging within the community (Shore et al., 2011; Sugiyama et al., 2016). 

The integration of learning cohorts within higher education is one vehicle through which 

members experience the benefits of a cohesive learning community. Royal Roads University 
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provides one example in which cohorts are employed across many programs and within which 

students remain for the program duration. Some of the identified benefits of the cohort model 

within their institution include the creation of a tightly knit community and a strong sense of 

connectedness, increased support from peers, greater exposure to diversity, learning through 

shared experiences and knowledge, and strong relationship building in which learning 

communities typically persist after program completion (Harris & Agger-Gupta, 2015; Walinga 

& Harris, 2017). 

Page et al. (2021) noted cultivating a strong sense of belonging “can serve as an antidote 

to othering, which sows the seeds of separateness, isolation, absence of community, bullying, 

and incivility” (p. 2). Fostering truly inclusive learning communities in which diversity is 

acknowledged and supported, uniqueness is celebrated, and a sense of belonging is cultivated is 

intentional and deliberate work. Page et al. (2021) described an approach to curriculum 

development that explicitly and “actively cultivate[s] communities of belonging within our 

classrooms, as if they were organizations” (p. 2). Further, they described that in organizations 

and communities in which this intentionality is absent, the culture becomes fertile ground for 

acts of harassment, incivility, and bullying (Page et al., 2021). The need for a safe environment 

in order to foster a sense of belonging and inclusion within a community was another aspect of 

community that manifested in the data. 

The creation of psychological safety through reassurance and a supportive environment is 

necessary to cultivate a sense of belonging and uniqueness through authentic self-expression that 

fosters an inclusive community (Mezirow, 1997; Page et al., 2021; Schein, 1999a; Thorpe-

Moscon, 2015; Walinga & Harris, 2017). Researchers have also identified psychological safety 

as a means through which learning anxiety may be reduced, acting as a necessary precursor to 
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transformational learning (Page et al., 2021; Schein, 1999b; Walinga & Harris, 2017). Walinga 

and Harris (2017) described personal transformation as a process of internal creative problem 

solving in which an environment supportive of reflection and courage to confront the problem 

are necessary to moving through the process. Schein (1999b) described that within a 

transformational learning process the power of negative emotions or fear can keep learners from 

moving confidently forward: “failing to meet our creative potential often looks more desirable 

than risking failure and loss of self-esteem in the learning process” (p. 55). 

A focus on building positive relationships amongst peers as well as between learners and 

instructors is another important aspect of building inclusive learning communities in which 

psychological safety and sense of belonging shape a culture that fosters openness to diversity and 

increased social tolerance (Sugiyama et al., 2016). Wheatley (2009b) reminded readers, “You do 

not fear people whose story you know” (p. 166). In a discussion of cocreating “brave spaces” 

(Page et al., 2021, p. 5) with learners, Bishop (as cited in Page et al., 2021) described,  

This acknowledges that at times we may feel uncomfortable or choose to take risks or 

that we may enable spaces of grace, where we accept people however they show up and 

trust the process will deepen our understandings and connections. (p. 5) 

Sarason (1974) indicated a “mutually supportive network of relationships upon which one could 

depend” (p. 1) was integral to a sense of belonging within a community. R. E. West and 

Williams (2018) identified that mere membership in a community may not equate to actually 

being engaged within a community, which “requires more than being present either physically or 

virtually” (p. 1573). As such, relational or emotional ties and whether learners “feel they can 

trust, depend on, share knowledge with, rely on, have fun with, and enjoy high quality 

relationships with each other” (R. E. West & Williams, 2018, p. 1573) are important measures of 
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engagement in a learning community. This would indicate that effective learning communities 

cannot be manufactured through association alone; rather, the intentional facilitation of relational 

ties is critical to building a sense of community (Blanchard et al., 2011; Kensler et al., 2009; R. 

E. West & Williams, 2018). Feelings of trust associated with feeling respected and valued within 

a learning community help to cultivate a sense of safety and are identified as key to building 

strong emotional ties and to enabling knowledge sharing (Booth, 2012; Chen et al., 2007; 

Lichtenstein, 2005; Rovai et al., 2004). 

Teaching and Learning Excellence 

Several topics emerged from the data related to values and principles of excellence in 

teaching and learning. Further to the imperative of cocreating inclusive learning communities 

that foster a sense of belonging, safety, and strong relationships, the data pointed to learners’ 

need for flexible programming and access to academic support and resources. Having a strong 

academic advising support system and creating flexible entry and progression through a program 

are identified in the literature as key to helping students respond to the challenges of higher 

education as well as workplace, social, and cultural dynamics (Freestone et al., 2006; Pascarella 

& Terenzini, 1991; Swanson, 2006; Tinto, 1997). 

An exploration of the scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL) offered context to 

aspects of responsive instructional practices that emerged from the data as pivotal to 

understanding and incorporating feedback and engaging in reflective practices that enable 

personal and professional growth and continuous improvement of curriculum and course design. 

Lindberg-Sand and Sonesson (2008) identified a key aspect of institutional branding in higher 

education includes identifiable expressions of teaching and learning excellence as indicators of 

quality programmes. D. West and Stephenson (2016) identified that one key element in 
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cultivating a culture of quality improvement involves the inclusion of SoTL. Trigwell and Shale 

(2004) defined, “Representing the scholarship of teaching as a reflective and informed act of 

engaging students and teachers in learning is supportive of the aims central to the project of 

developing a scholarship of teaching” (p. 523). Some key, agreed-upon elements of SoTL 

include discovery, integration, application and teaching, in which the value proposition that 

drives it is improvement of the student learning experience as well as an academic’s own 

learning (Boyer, 1990; Harland et al., 2014; D. West & Stephenson, 2016). Hubbal et al. (2013) 

discussed that a framework might be used to conduct a “systematic inquiry (e.g. consideration of 

organizational structures, curriculum development and implementation processes, and immediate 

and long-term outcomes) to assess the various levels of support for SoTL initiatives and 

encourage evidence-based decision-making to enhance the effectiveness and efficiency of 

curricula” (p. 41). Martensson et al. (2011) described the value of SoTL in terms of academic 

engagement through important aspects of academic freedom and professional identity and for 

cultivating a culture of continuous improvement of teaching and student learning. SoTL can be 

used as an instrument in support of individual development to improve evidence-based decision 

making related to a reflective and responsive instructional practice through observations of 

student learning and formalized institutional feedback frameworks. SoTL also encourages 

documenting and making results public for peer-review purposes (Kreber, 2002; Trigwell & 

Shale, 2004). From a sociocultural perspective, SoTL enhances the teaching and learning culture, 

“be that a working group, a department, a faculty or at the university as a whole” (Martensson et 

al., 2011, p. 52). As such, SoTL can be considered an instrument “not only for individual 

development, but also, and more importantly, for the development of the university’s aggregated 

ability to support student learning” (Martensson et al., 2011). 
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A teaching and learning framework serves as a building block in guiding the 

development of a pedagogy. Once a pedagogy is developed, technology can be explored to 

discover what best supports and serves the purpose of the pedagogical approach (Ferdig et al., 

2020). The important point is that pedagogy comes first and integrated technology second. New 

pedagogical skills and knowledge, in combination with technology may then be incorporated to 

better engage learners (Breen, 2018). Technological tools and techniques can be used to increase 

collaboration and connection with students in both face to face classrooms, and also specific to 

virtual synchronous teaching (Anderson & Anderson, 2016; Gomez et al., 2019). Without a 

guiding framework and initial determination of pedagogical approach, subsequent development 

of strategies and tactical approaches involving teaching methodologies, instructional innovations, 

and educational technology could create lack of consistency in approach, and might negatively 

impact achievement of learning outcomes and objectives. Cavanagh et al. (2020) developed a 

learning design framework to assist instructors in developing their own courses using self-

authored content, open educational resources, or publisher content. The application of a teaching 

and learning framework to support and provide direction in course development and design is an 

approach “grounded in student-centered mastery learning theories” with a focus on improving 

student success and reducing learning gaps (Cavanagh et al., 2020, p. 193). 

Learner-centred pedagogies represent “an intentional shift away from realities of order, 

reason, totality, absoluteness, linearity, domination, hierarchy, and competitiveness” (Sugiyama 

et al., 2016, p. 255). Further, Sugiyama et al. (2016) identified that engaging learners in social 

learning opportunities in which they are actively involved in the learning process represents an 

evolution toward “world views rooted in social awareness and connectedness” (p. 255), in which 

learners are no longer passive participants, and there is greater emphasis on creating learning 
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through experience (Beetham & Sharpe, 2013; Bilimoria, 1995; Sugiyama et al., 2016). Within 

this view of teaching and learning, educators are not experts imparting their knowledge, but 

rather are charged with creating a learning community in which knowledge can be cocreated and 

socially constructed (Maher & Tetreault, 1996). 

Experiential learning, or learning by doing, enables learners to engage in more 

meaningful ways with the material and with each other, and through critical reflection, to 

develop higher order thinking, and to bridge knowledge and experience (Alford, 2012; Kuh, 

1996, 2003; MacGregor, 1991; Zhao & Kuh, 2004). Experiential learning embodies active, 

learner-centred, and evidence-based teaching and learning practices. It cultivates increased 

academic and professional development, positive personal learning habits and self-concept, as 

well as development of essential workplace and human skills like collaboration, complex 

problem solving, communication, conflict resolution, and creativity (Drysdale & McBeath, 2012; 

Freestone et al., 2006; Hanneman & Gardner, 2010). The intentional design of innovative and 

purposefully applied, experiential learning opportunities, both inside and outside of the 

classroom, is indicated as “a precursor to high levels of student learning and personal 

development as well as an indicator of educational effectiveness” (Zhao & Kuh, 2004, p. 115). 

Further, Zhao and Kuh (2004), in their discussion of the power of cohort models toward 

community building, indicated innovative course design can increase the impact for learners. 

Specifically, that when common courses can be structured with assignments that require the 

application of knowledge across other courses the “social and intellectual connections between 

students” (Zhao & Kuh, 2004, p. 116) are strengthened, thereby strengthening community as 

well as increasing generative knowledge outcomes (Alford, 2012; Gabelnick et al., 1990). 
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In reviewing relevant literature in the areas of teaching and learning frameworks, learning 

communities, diversity and inclusion, and values and principles related to excellence in teaching 

and learning, the groundwork was laid in support of this action research inquiry. Previous 

research indicated the development of teaching and learning frameworks aid in articulating an 

institutional identity, thus providing a foundation for understanding culture and establishing a 

baseline for change management efforts and future strategic development. They foster cohesion 

and shared purpose among faculty, learners, administrators, and alumni through an articulation 

of strengths, values, and principles of teaching and learning. Chapter 1 reviewed the topic and 

purpose of my action-oriented research, described the significance of the inquiry to the 

organization, and explored the organizational context from a systems perspective. Chapter 2 

provided support from emergent research, and Chapter 3 will detail the approach used to collect 

data in answer to the inquiry question: How might an inclusive learning community cocreate 

guidelines to support teaching and learning excellence in the Business Administration Diploma 

program, at the Southern Alberta Institute of Technology? 
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

This action-oriented research project engaged participants from key stakeholder groups in 

an inquiry process that required a collaborative, reflexive, participatory approach. The aim of 

cocreation of teaching and learning guidelines as an outcome required a greater focus on action 

and called for a methodological approach aligned to that outcome. As indicated in Chapter 1, AI 

was the methodology used, for its collaborative approach and focus on identification of strengths 

as a path to continued development, rather than a focus on problem identification and solutions 

(Boyd & Bright, 2007; Chevalier & Buckles, 2019). 

Boyd and Bright (2007) described AI as a “change methodology that aims to create 

change through a focus on elevating strengths and extending communities” (p. 1020). Boyd and 

Bright also identified “a focus on inquiry suggests that an answer is not predefined, meaning that 

there is room to collaboratively discover common answers” (p. 1026). This approach aligned 

well with leveraging the program’s strengths toward the cocreation of shared guidelines to 

support teaching and learning excellence and to create generative, positive change. 

Through an appreciative approach to engaging participants in meaningful, affirmative 

conversations, the inquiry process itself became a change catalyst (Cooperrider & Whitney, 

2005; Stavros & Torres, 2018). By engaging in purposeful and positive inquiry, relationships and 

connections with others may have been strengthened, and awareness drawn to positive concepts 

(Stavros & Torres, 2018). Engaging participants in a collaborative process of discovery through 

the use of inquiry and appreciative interviews had the potential to foster positive recognition of 

relationships, as their value and worth within the organization increased and hierarchical levels 

that posed barriers between people were reduced (Boyd & Bright, 2007). 
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In the case of this research project, the AI process directed participants’ attention toward 

recalling times when they experienced excellence in teaching or learning and used that as a 

starting point to then build on participants’ awareness of what is possible and to shape shared 

knowledge outcomes. Participants sharing meaningful experiences of times they experienced 

excellence in teaching or learning became the basis for cocreating aspirational program 

guidelines for teaching and learning excellence. 

The selection of “affirmative topics” (Cram, 2010, p. 5) was critical in developing an AI 

methodology and was the first step in determining the AI framework. Whitney and Trosten-

Bloom (2010) identified, when selecting a topic of inquiry for AI, it is important to frame the 

inquiry around areas or concepts on which the researcher wants participants to focus their energy 

and attention. In other words, focus on what needs to grow. The AI methodology includes 

Cooperrider et al.’s (2005) 5-D cycle incorporating stages of define, discovery, dream, design, 

and destiny (see Figure 1). 

Through appreciative interviews, participants moved through the different stages of the 

model. Initially, issue definition was directly related to the research question, and was positioned 

as a ‘what do we want more of’ question. The Discovery and Dream phases were engaged in 

gathering data around what is, and what could be. The Design phase focused on the best of the 

Discovery and Dream phases, to focus on what should be. In this research project, the final 

Destiny phase was intended for data dissemination, and an opportunity for a wider stakeholder 

group to engage in co-creating teaching and learning guidelines. 
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Figure 1  

5-D Appreciative Inquiry Model 

 

Note. From Appreciative Inquiry: Change at the Speed of Imagination (2nd ed.), by J. M. 

Watkins et al., 2011, Pfeiffer. 

Data Collection Methods 

Coghlan (2019) highlighted that the quality of the research methods implemented are as 

important as the quality of the inquiry process itself. Implementing a participatory, collaborative 

approach through AI enabled me to direct the focus and attention of participants toward positive 

aspects of teaching and learning excellence, which underpinned the methods used in this 

research. 

Data methods originally designed as part of this inquiry included appreciative interviews 

in the form of: surveys, focus groups, individual interviews, and the world café (TWC) online 
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forum. Each method was an approach to interviewing, described in AI as “conversations worth 

having” (Stavros & Torres, 2018, p. 31). 

I utilized a survey as part of the initial data gathering step. The success of the survey as a 

data collection tool, relied on its thoughtful construction, purposive population sampling, and 

clear goal for its inclusion in the research (Phillips et al., 2013). In this research inquiry, I 

targeted two specific stakeholder groups for inclusion in the survey: students and instructors in 

the BA program. I utilized two different surveys with questions slightly altered for applicability 

to each target group. I was able to survey a large population through the survey, particularly in 

the case of students, with survey invitations extended to 428 students and 72 instructors. The 

survey became a selection tool to help identify the participants who had a keen desire to take part 

in the process, and who cared about the research inquiry topic. 

One advantage of a survey is its ability to be simultaneously used as a qualitative and 

quantitative data collection tool in one application by simply combining different questions. The 

questions used in the survey were a combination of closed and open ended. The closed-ended 

questions were used to help identify demographic information and provide quantitative data, 

while the open-ended questions helped to collect qualitative data necessary for the appreciative 

nature of the inquiry. 

Ethical considerations in relation to this survey included confidentiality, informed 

consent, and, due to my role in the organization, power-over issues. These considerations were 

an important part of the research design. Participants’ rights had to be fully respected, with the 

onus on me, as the researcher, to understand the ethical and legal requirements to do so (Kelley 

et al., 2003). The anonymity offered with an online survey also helped to mitigate these issues, 

and might have helped to enlist open, candid responses (Dillman et al., 2004). 
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Another advantage of the survey was the low cost involved in creating and delivering the 

method electronically, which also provided a wide reach (Dillman et al., 2004). I administered 

the survey online. A member of my inquiry team issued email invitations to participate in the 

survey. Participants were also offered the option to indicate their desire to participate in the next 

stage of the inquiry process, the focus group. 

Focus groups created an opportunity for participants to engage in conversational 

interactions and cocreate outcomes that might not be possible in one-on-one interviews. This 

format allowed a reflexive, collaborative approach, in which participants could build off of each 

other’s contributions and could also be reminded of ideas they might not have otherwise tapped 

into (Saldaña & Omasta, 2017). Given the need for the discussion, multiple voices involved, and 

various perspectives being shared, it was important to allocate sufficient time and also provide an 

experienced facilitator who could ensure all voices were included in the conversation (Saldaña & 

Omasta, 2017). This aspect of the focus group supported the appreciative nature of this research 

inquiry, in which participants were encouraged to tell stories of a time when they experienced 

meaningful interactions as learners or teachers. 

There was a risk that participants in a focus group might conform their answers to other 

stronger voices in the group, especially in situations in which there was a perceived power 

imbalance (Wilson, 2016). I mitigated this aspect by having participant groups separated, with 

one focus group for students and another focus group for instructors, with a third-party member 

of the inquiry team in the role of facilitator. 

The focus group facilitator arranged for the qualitative data collected from this method to 

be transcribed. I then analyzed the anonymized data through the use of coding or themes to 

identify key areas of focus (Saldaña & Omasta, 2017). 
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One advantage of interviews is they allow for bidirectional communication, enabling the 

interviewer to use follow-up questions, paraphrase, or ask clarifying questions to ensure they 

captured rich responses (Saldaña & Omasta, 2017). Power dynamics were potentially an issue in 

the interview situation, and those dynamics could have arisen if the interviewer had blind spots 

regarding power or privilege (Saldaña & Omasta, 2017). 

I elected to conduct individual appreciative interviews as part of this research inquiry for 

participants whose presence might create power-over issues in the focus groups. Power-over 

issues may be real or perceived, so the inclusion of a member of the leadership team, even 

though they had no direct reports in the focus group, might still impact participants negatively. 

TWC was the final method designed as part of this research inquiry. There are many 

applications of TWC, since it can be adapted for use as an engagement tool, as well as being 

used more specifically as a qualitative research method (Agger-Gupta, 2015). TWC is a vehicle 

for bringing together stakeholders representing multiple organizational layers, with different 

perspectives. This advantage of convening “the whole system in the room” (Weisbord, 2012, 

p. 416) provides an opportunity as an engagement tool to invite front-line employees and senior 

leadership to engage in meaningful conversations. From a research perspective, this format 

raised questions related to ethical implications and power dynamics (Agger-Gupta, 2015). The 

adaptability of TWC forum allowed for the design to be modified for the purposes of this 

research inquiry. I leveraged the TWC as a data dissemination tool, where stakeholders would be 

invited to engage in purposeful conversations that could be directed to recommendations or 

deliverables, rather than data generation. 

TWC design was particularly important, requiring thoughtful consideration of the 

purpose of the café, how it could be a welcoming space for participants, how to ask meaningful 
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questions, and how to ensure participation from everyone (Agger-Gupta, 2015). Even though this 

research inquiry would be online, particular attention had to be paid to how to ensure the online 

forum was equally engaging, robust, and welcoming as if it was held on our campus. 

There was no maximum number of participants for TWC (Agger-Gupta, 2015). 

Additionally, the online platform could easily accommodate everyone invited, if they all chose to 

participate. A minimum of six to eight participants was required, and this forum could easily 

convert to a focus group setting if fewer than the minimum number of participants for the TWC 

showed up (Agger-Gupta, 2015). 

I chose the TWC method because of its participatory, relational, and collaborative 

approach. The ability to bring together stakeholders from multiple areas and levels of the 

organization to cocreate knowledge outcomes based on the study findings had the potential to 

have transformational impacts on the program, school, and institution. 

Project Participants 

I enlisted participants from key stakeholder groups. I identified BA program students, 

faculty, and adjunct instructors as primary stakeholders. Additionally, SBU administrators and 

senior leaders were included as secondary stakeholders in the original research design. Inviting 

participation from these groups in a collaborative and inclusive learning community would allow 

wisdom and knowledge to be leveraged and shared. Inviting participants to utilize their 

knowledge and shared wisdom as part of the inquiry process had the potential to create both 

agency and empowerment (Tupuola, 2006). 

On my behalf, an inquiry team member invited 72 instructors, both faculty and adjunct, 

currently teaching in the BA program, to participate. I excluded instructors from the SBU who 
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only taught in the degree program, since there were differences in course content and student 

demographics that could impact perceptions of pedagogical approach. 

An inquiry team member invited 428 BA students in Semesters 2, 3, and 4 of the program 

to participate. Typically, student academic and work–life schedules are such that it is very 

difficult to involve them in engaged feedback processes. The research was designed to begin at 

the start of the Winter semester, when both student and instructor capacity to participate would 

be higher. The survey became a selection tool to identify who among this large pool of 

participants cared about this topic and had a desire to engage further in a focus group. 

There were seven Academic Chairs and two members of the senior leadership team who 

were included in the initial research design to participate in appreciative interviews. 

The research design also included extending an invitation to all stakeholder groups, to 

participate in an online TWC forum, at which data gathered from the surveys and focus groups 

would be disseminated, and they would be invited to cocreate recommendations for teaching and 

learning guidelines. 

Study Conduct 

Due to possible power-over issues based on my dual-role as researcher and AC in the 

program within which this action research project was conducted, I enlisted an inquiry team. I 

requested inquiry team members participate in one or more of the roles set out in the Inquiry 

Team Member Letter of Agreement (Appendix A). I recruited inquiry team members from the 

Centre for Academic Development and Innovation, LAS, and project specialist roles within the 

SBU. 

Included in the data collection for each method was a Research Information Letter 

(Appendix B), which a member of my inquiry team shared with each prospective participant. As 
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previously mentioned, I conducted an online survey of students within the BA diploma program. 

This was used as a tool for preliminary information gathering and to determine desire for future 

participation in a student focus group. Emails were sent by a third-party member of the inquiry 

team on my behalf, a survey email invitation (Appendix C) and survey preamble (Appendix D) 

were included as well as survey questions (Appendix E). 

I also conducted an online survey of instructors teaching within the BA diploma program. 

This was used as a tool for preliminary information gathering and to determine desire for future 

participation in an instructor focus group. A third-party member of my inquiry team sent emails 

on my behalf including a survey email invitation (Appendix F), the survey preamble (Appendix 

D), and survey questions (Appendix G). 

I also arranged for a student focus group to be conducted by a member of my inquiry 

team. An inquiry team member would send email invitations on my behalf to potential student 

focus group participants (Appendix C), along with a focus group consent form (Appendix H), 

and questions for the focus group, (Appendix I). 

An inquiry team member also conducted the instructor focus group. A member of my 

inquiry team issued an email invitation on my behalf (Appendix F), the focus group consent form 

(Appendix H), and the questions for the focus group (Appendix J). 

I designed the individual interviews with administrators to be conducted by me, as I hold 

no power over these participants. This included ACs in the SBU and the school’s associate dean 

and dean. I would issue the email invitation to participate in the interview (Appendix I), along 

with the interview consent form (Appendix J), and interview questions (Appendix M). 

TWC was to be leveraged as an online forum to disseminate information gathered in the 

first three methods: survey, focus group, and individual interviews. Stakeholders from all levels 
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were to be brought together to learn the research results and cocreate recommendations. I would 

issue the email invitations to TWC (Appendix M), the consent forms (Appendix O), as well as 

questions (Appendix P). 

Data Analysis and Validity 

I gathered primary data from student and the instructor surveys and focus group results. 

Administrator interviews and video and audio recordings of discussion in TWC were tabled due 

to procedural delays within the organization that limited the scope of the research. 

The inquiry team member who issued the email invitation to participate in the online 

survey and focus group also collected requests from participants to be included in or to withdraw 

from the study at any point. 

All survey responses were anonymous. A member of my inquiry team downloaded and 

reviewed the transcription of video and audio recording from the focus group to ensure 

confidentiality and anonymity of the information before sharing the data with me. The third party 

conducting the online focus group ensured the confidentiality of the recording and saved the link 

to the recording to their own password-protected computer. Once the accuracy of the transcript 

was verified by the third party, the anonymized transcript was shared with me. The original 

recording will be kept until the study has been completed and the thesis published, at which time 

they will be destroyed. 

In the case of TWC recording of data, once again, an inquiry team member would 

transcribe and anonymize all video and audio recordings before the data would be shared with 

me. All information collected as part of this research in the form of video and audio recordings 

would be maintained on a password-protected computer, until such time as the information was 

transcribed, anonymized, and summarized in anonymous format, in the body of the final report. 
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The original recordings were to be kept until the study was completed and the thesis published, 

at which time they would be destroyed. 

I had originally planned for secondary data to consist of combined feedback recorded by 

groups in TWC breakout rooms using Google Docs or another collaborative technology tool. 

However, due to time constraints caused by procedural delays in beginning the research, this 

event was not held. 

Data from the survey and focus group was presented to me in anonymous form for 

analysis. I analyzed qualitative data collection through a process of developing initial themes, 

then moving through a “second-cycle meta-analysis of the data” (Agger-Gupta, 2015, p. 2) to 

pull out specific themes from each method or round of data generation. More discussion of my 

analysis process appears in Chapter 4. 

At no time was any specific comment attributed to any individual. All documentation was 

kept strictly confidential. No participant withdrew at any time from the study. Due to the nature 

of the focus group, it was not possible to keep identities of the participants anonymous from the 

facilitator of the session or of the other participants. Participants were asked to respect the 

confidential nature of the research by not sharing names or identifying comments outside of the 

group. Any inquiry team members participating in the research were required to sign the Inquiry 

Team Member Letter of Agreement (Appendix A), acknowledging their understanding and 

consent to following ethical conduct relating to confidentiality and privacy requirements of the 

research. 
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Ethical Implications 

Ethical considerations were informed through guidelines published through the Tri-

Council Policy Statement (Canadian Institutes of Health Research et al., 2018) on research 

ethics, focusing on the principles of respect for persons, welfare of others, and justice. 

Respect for persons requires that people’s autonomy be respected and protected, they be 

allowed to participate voluntarily, be offered informed consent to participate or to decline at any 

time to participate, and be treated with thoughtful consideration of any sensitivities that might 

impact their free participation (Canadian Institutes of Health Research et al., 2018; IDEO, 2015; 

Saldaña & Omasta, 2017). In the case of my capstone project, thoughtful consideration extended 

to mitigating any power-over issues that might arise in respect to my position of authority in the 

organization and any direct reports who were invited to participate. Coghlan and Brannick 

(2014) noted power-over dynamics may be real or perceived, and in the case of this inquiry, any 

students or instructors in the program for which I am the AC, even if they were not direct reports 

or students known to me, may have perceived there to be a power dynamic at play that impacted 

their free and confidential participation in the research. 

It was important for me to ensure that participants were free from any feelings of being 

coerced, whether in their initial or their continued involvement in the project. To mitigate this 

and comply with ethical guidelines, I enlisted a third party with no power over participants to 

send email invitations to students and instructors to take part in both the survey and the focus 

group. Focus groups were designed to be held separately for students and instructors, to mitigate 

any power-over issues in those relationships as well. The focus group was facilitated by a third 

party who was a member of my inquiry team. They collected the data and ensured confidentiality 

and anonymity of the information before it was shared with me. 
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The use of a third party in all of these aspects, reassured participants that I did not know 

who participated in the research and who did not, nor was I aware of who might have withdrawn 

their participation at any time during the research. Participants were informed of this in the email 

invitations as well as the consent forms. 

These considerations also extended to mitigating any potential issues related to welfare of 

others and justice. Taking the precautions outlined above ensured that this action research sought 

to maximize potential benefits while also ensuring that participants’ “current and future interests 

[were] protected” (IDEO, 2015, p. 15). Additionally, those who benefited from the results of the 

research were fairly represented by the participant groups and were not unduly burdened in the 

process of conducting the research (Saldaña & Omasta, 2017). 

Inquiry Outputs 

Through exploration of my research question and subquestions, the outcomes of this 

action-oriented research project served the dual purpose of creating deeper understanding 

through the cocreation of knowledge outcomes and created positive change through 

collaboration and the democratization of knowledge (Bradbury, 2015). Knowledge outcomes 

were provided in the tangible form of emergent guidelines to support teaching and learning 

excellence within the BA program. The AI process continues to serve as a change catalyst to 

inspire future generative outcomes through the process of bringing stakeholders together in 

TWC, a collaborative, reflexive process to share knowledge and to cocreate final 

recommendations for a teaching and learning framework. Outcomes from this research have the 

possibility of being implemented as a pilot within the BA program, which can be leveraged and 

applied to other programs across the SBU or the institution. 
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Outcomes can be explored at the first-person, second-person, and third-person levels, as 

part of this proposed thesis track capstone. From a first-person perspective, I understood the 

potential impact of this research project on the development of my leadership competencies 

within my current role as an AC in the program. My ability to collaborate and to engage 

participants with diverse perspectives in a process of cocreating shared guidelines that 

communicated an aspirational vision for teaching and learning excellence required self-

reflection, self-awareness, and conscious commitment to “learning-in action” (Coghlan, 2019, 

p. 154). I needed to be aware of my closeness to the issues, to the participants involved, and to 

the personal biases and assumptions I may have contributed to the process. 

From a second-person perspective, I considered which stakeholder groups to include, 

how and when to include them, and what role I would take in the methods used. My formal role 

in the organization and my position of authority required that I be cognizant of the ethical 

implications involved, as some participants could be subordinates. Engaging in AI, in which 

participants were engaged in a collaborative process and multiple methods were used, required 

effective leadership, well-developed communication, problem-solving skills, and task and 

maintenance constructs. 

From a third-person perspective, I saw how the outcomes of this project could have 

program-, school-, and institution-wide impacts, and were further considered in the contribution 

and application of this project. 

Contribution and Application 

This action-oriented research project to create guidelines to support teaching and learning 

excellence within the BA program could impact KPIs for the program, school, and institution. 

Student engagement and positive student experiences may directly impact enrolment, retention, 
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program completion, and in turn future funding for the BA program, SBU, and SAIT. The co-

creation of knowledge and generative learning outcomes may continue to inspire innovative and 

iterative approaches toward ensuring teaching and learning excellence in the program. There is 

an opportunity to share the generative knowledge outcomes from this inquiry and their impact on 

the program, and school, through the publication of an academic paper, enabling further 

dissemination of knowledge and learning with other institutions or organizations engaged in 

higher education. 
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Chapter Four: Inquiry Project Findings and Conclusions 

This action research inquiry set out to explore the following question: How might an 

inclusive learning community cocreate guidelines to support teaching and learning excellence in 

the Business Administration Diploma program at the Southern Alberta Institute of Technology? I 

also examined five subquestions developed as part of this inquiry:  

1. What do students, instructors, and administrators identify as highly engaged and 

meaningful teaching and learning experiences in the program? 

2. What mental models do students, instructors, and administrators hold in relation to 

excellence in teaching and learning? 

3. What does an ideal student experience include? 

4. What does an ideal teaching experience include? 

5. How might these descriptions of ideal teaching and learning experiences be codified 

and structured into a set of useful, implementable guidelines and implemented? 

These questions formed the basis for the student and instructor surveys and the focus 

group questions. Initially, this chapter explores the main themes and subthemes that emerged 

from the data. The study findings are based on responses from both students and instructors, 

from both the surveys and focus group. The main themes and subthemes are presented and 

illustrated by quotations from participants from both of the methods in this inquiry. Participants 

are cited in the findings as S1 through to S26 indicating survey results, and FG1 through to FG4 

indicating focus group results, thereby preserving the anonymity of all participants in this 

inquiry. Next, I present my conclusions to the findings, in which I link the study findings, based 

on participant data, with the literature on teaching and learning and how teaching and learning 

frameworks have been successfully implemented within other postsecondary institutions. 
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Finally, I discuss the scope and limitations of this inquiry and their impact on subsequent 

recommendations. 

Study Findings 

My initial analysis involved anonymous data from both the student and instructor 

surveys, as described in Chapter 3. This gave me a basis for understanding more about the 

demographics of both the student and instructor population samples, and I began to make 

connections between some of the common questions asked of both groups. I also analyzed the 

qualitative responses from the open-ended survey questions and began to organize them into 

themes that were subsequently included with the qualitative data derived from the focus group. I 

analyzed the transcript from the instructor focus group first, using initial coding to determine the 

frequency of key words used. I organized the data into themes, which then became subthemes 

within a framework of four main themes. The more familiar I became with the quotes I had 

pulled from each participant’s contributions, the more clearly a narrative began to emerge that 

informed the creation of the themes and subthemes. With each pass and further analysis of these 

emergent themes, the story of teaching and learning and what it meant to the participants began 

to reveal itself. An AI approach with a focus on inquiring into teaching and learning strengths 

invited participants to share and to collaboratively discover and build on experiences of 

excellence in teaching and learning. Through this purposeful and positive inquiry, four main 

themes and 14 subthemes emerged. The subthemes helped to define the main themes and became 

elements to be included in their description. The four main themes and 14 subthemes are detailed 

in Table 1 and explored further in this chapter. 
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Table 1  

Main Themes and Subthemes 

Themes 

Inclusive 

Learning 

Communities 

Responsive 

Instructional 

Practices 

Applied 

Experiential 

Learning 

Relevant Course 

Content 

Subthemes Sense of 

belonging 

Feedback Engaged 

learners 

Continuous 

improvement  

Safe 

environment 

Reflection and 

growth  

Innovative 

course design  

Instructor 

knowledge and 

expertise  

Relationship 

building 

 Creative 

instructional 

approaches 

Integrated learning 

technologies  

Support and 

resources  

  Industry-informed 

curriculum  

Flexibility     

 

Theme 1: Inclusive Learning Communities 

All instructors, in both surveys and the focus group, identified inclusive communities as 

being one of the primary strengths of the program and a key aspect of excellence in teaching and 

learning. The term inclusive communities could be defined as the sum of the elements of the 

subthemes from participants in this study: Inclusive learning communities, therefore, involve a 

sense of belonging in a safe, relationship-building environment, and are characterized by 

flexibility and providing support and resources for students. One main thread woven throughout 

instructors’ discussion of the importance of inclusive learning environments identified that 

inclusion does not happen spontaneously; rather, it is an intentional and difficult endeavour that 

requires continual commitment. As one participant noted, “Inclusiveness . . . takes a lot of work 

. . . not something that happens naturally in a classroom . . . you have to be a manager . . . to get 

the participation . . . especially in the first semester” (FG1). A second participant stated, 
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“Creating an inclusive environment . . . it’s a continuous process . . . as instructors, it’s a 

continuous effort” (FG4). There was also recognition of the importance of helping students 

understand the value of inclusive communities, since the diversity they encountered in the 

classroom in many ways mirrored what they could expect in future workplaces. The value of 

teaching and learning as an experiential process was evident in one participant’s comment: “We 

want to create that inclusive environment because they are going to work in [a] diverse 

environment” (FG2). Further analysis of participants’ responses led to five subthemes that came 

together to describe the important elements of an inclusive learning community and that 

collectively define this theme: sense of belonging, safe environment, relationship building, 

support and resources, and flexibility. 

Sense of Belonging. Instructors discussed how increased diversity in their classrooms, in 

particular cultural diversity, makes inclusion important to help foster a sense of belonging for 

students who may otherwise feel outside of the learning community (FG1; FG2; FG4). One 

instructor noted the extent of cultural diversity, in particular, by stating, “In one class I had 

seventeen different countries represented” (FG1). They went on to acknowledge the difficulty 

and importance of including both students’ and instructor’s voices in creating an inclusive 

environment. Sharing was identified as one important factor in building a greater understanding 

of diversity within a learning community: “Students telling you about their cultures . . . [and the 

learning systems within] their country . . . [it is a] real eye opener” (FG1). Creating an 

environment conducive to sharing and fostering a sense of belonging was underpinned by the 

importance of creating safe and comfortable spaces, the subtheme that follows. 

Safe Environment. Instructors expressed the importance of creating psychologically safe 

spaces as a means of helping learners to feel more comfortable (FG1; FG4). Instructors noted 
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that as learners felt more comfortable, they were more willing to share and to engage, both of 

which were seen as important first steps toward relationship building (FG1; FG4). Comfort and 

safety were interwoven in participants’ responses: “When I think about [an] inclusive 

environment . . . [I know that] once they get comfortable . . . [then] they start asking questions 

. . . [and] interacting with you . . . [so] making the environment comfortable is . . . important” 

(FG4). One instructor noted, creating a safe space in which learners feel comfortable requires 

openness and empathy, and recognizing “how they feel . . . when they come to Canada” (FG1). 

This instructor went on to describe that an additional challenge to creating safety and comfort for 

learners was managing learners’ own lack of exposure to diversity: “Some of our students . . . 

have never seen or worked with another culture. . . . You’ve got to be able to manage that 

dynamic as an instructor” (FG1). One instructor shared they felt their job went beyond teaching 

content and was really about engaging learners in safe spaces in order to facilitate human skill 

building: “As instructors . . . we’re really . . . creating opportunities for the students to interact 

with one another in safe environments . . . to communicate . . . to be inclusive . . . to engage . . . 

selling them on the soft skills . . . outside of just the content we’re teaching . . . that’s really what 

our job is” (FG3). These were all important factors expressed in the need to create a safe and 

comfortable space and to foster an inclusive community in which students feel they belong and 

relationships are cultivated. 

Relationship Building. Instructors identified connecting with students and building 

relationships between learners and the instructor as well as facilitating peer-to-peer relationships 

as an element that was foundational to building inclusive communities (FG1–FG3). The need for 

instructors to understand their learners surfaced as an important first step in building 

relationships. Instructors recognize that in the first week of a class they need to ensure students 
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introduce themselves and share what they need to make them more comfortable, by “create[ing] 

a process . . . so we learn about the students . . . [by creating] exercises . . . for students to interact 

. . . [and] create [an] environment . . . where they’re comfortable” (FG2). The increased difficulty 

of getting to know learners and creating meaningful opportunities to build relationships in the 

current online learning environment was also expressed by both instructors and some learners. 

Faculty talked about the challenges of getting to know students: “[It is] incumbent on . . . 

instructors . . . to draw them out” (FG1). Faculty spoke about the difficulties to really get to 

know their students in the online environment: “It’s a different world online . . . [I] don’t get that 

face to face with the students . . . [and it’s] harder for me to really figure out who they are” 

(FG1). One learner commented on the difficulty of connecting and building relationships: “The 

social aspect was lost through online learning” (S14). The challenges to getting to know learners 

and building relationships as an element of inclusive learning communities brought to light the 

very real importance of support and resources for learners. 

Support and Resources. An appreciative stance was foundational to the questions and 

approach of this research inquiry and was evidenced in the sharing of positive experiences and 

process of collaborative discovery among the focus group participants. When offered the 

opportunity to share whatever participants wanted SBU to know, a few students indicated they 

were not as closely linked to support and resources as they needed to be (S20; S21; S14). While 

the majority of students reported being very satisfied or satisfied with their learning experiences 

in the program so far (Appendix Q), one learner commented that they’d experienced “a mixture 

of good and bad. . . . [The] program should be focusing on supporting students” (S21). Another 

student indicated, “I’ve had some good, compassionate teachers . . . [ and I have] had some that 

seem unreasonable and uncompassionate” (S21). This lack of consistency in student experiences 
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was evident in more than one area and appears in the exploration of subsequent subthemes. 

Again, one learner identified the difficulty of online learning in relation to this subtheme: “I feel 

like students have little to no support or resources at this time” (S21). Student responses also 

indicated a clear and strong connection to the need for flexibility in their learning experience as a 

means of creating a learning environment that would be inclusive of their diverse needs. 

Flexibility. Learner comments indicating a need for flexibility in their programming, 

centred on the need to find balance with life and school commitments (S1; S3; S7). One 

student’s written comment indicated, “I find it hard to have [a] balanced life while taking 5 

courses. I’d rather be taking 3 and have some time to myself” (S1). In addition to reducing 

course loads from five to three, students’ written comments in the student survey reported that 

flexibility to create a custom schedule was important. They wished to take additional courses in 

any semester and wanted to upgrade or retake courses that might fall outside of their usual 

programming (S1; S2; S4; S6; S9). Some students also indicated they were planning to take 

advantage of the flexible pathway through advanced standing to continue into the degree 

program after Year 2 of their diploma (S2; S5; S8) These comments support learners’ need for 

flexibility within their courses as well as flexible pathways between programs within the SBU.  

Theme 2: Responsive Instructional Practices 

One important factor that emerged from the focus group discussion was the need for 

instructors to be adaptive and responsive to changing dynamics both from an environmental 

perspective and related to changing learner needs. These changing dynamics are reflected in the 

shift to an online learning environment and increased classroom diversity. While all the 

instructors who participated in both the survey and the focus group were drawing on their 

experiences of teaching and learning in both face-to-face and online learning environments, 93% 
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of the learners responding to the survey drew only on online learning experiences within the 

program (Appendix Q). As one learner indicated, “I’ve never attended an in-person post-

secondary lecture before COVID, so I don’t know how classes are actually like in person” (S19). 

Instructors identified the importance of gathering and incorporating learner feedback into 

instructional practice as particularly important in light of these additional challenges (FG1; FG2; 

FG4). The aspect of consistency in approach was evident here again, “as an institution we are 

very, very different from a lot of other institutions . . . we’re not just free reign instructors doing 

whatever we please” (FG3), and underpins the notion of instructional practices being a coherent 

and integrated, evidence-based, and responsive practice. The term responsive instructional 

practice, therefore, could be defined as the sum of the elements of the subthemes (i.e., feedback, 

evidence-based instructional practice, and reflection and growth) from participants in this study: 

Responsive instructional practices involve cultivating feedback and incorporating evidence-

based and reflective decision making into a responsive and iterative instructional approach. 

Feedback. In the initial coding of the data, the term feedback surfaced 21 times as an 

element of excellence in teaching and learning Instructors communicated that personal measures 

of their own success were connected to subsequent feedback from students, and that the feedback 

came at different times and through different mediums (FG1; FG2; FG4). One instructor cited 

students connecting with them on LinkedIn to reach out and offer positive messages and thanks. 

One participant summed up some of the comments related to knowing they’d been successful in 

saying, “students come and see you after the semester has ended . . . [or email you when they are 

employed, to thank you and share their success]” (FG1). An important element of feedback was 

also related to how more immediate feedback created an opportunity for increased 

responsiveness from instructors on matters of course facilitation and even content. One 
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participant highlighted this aspect in identifying that feedback after the fact was valuable, but 

that feedback during the course was also important to understand if both students and instructors 

were “heading in the right direction or not” (FG4) and to determine if concepts were making 

sense to students. One instructor shared that they use different software tools that can be 

incorporated into a lesson plan to anonymously gather immediate feedback of learners’ 

knowledge of concepts presented in class (FG4). Feedback was also seen as a means of 

challenging instructor assumptions or biases; as one instructor commented, “Sometimes . . . we 

feel like [what] we’re doing [is] good for [students] [but] they take it [the] other way” (FG2). 

One instructor indicated, “Sometimes you get feedback you don’t want to hear” (FG4). The same 

instructor went on to share that it was “tough to actually get feedback and take it 

constructive[ly]” (FG4). Participants shared additional means of gaining feedback that also 

supported the need for instructors to be responsive to new information, as indicated in the 

“Reflection and Growth” section within Theme 2. 

Reflection and Growth. The ability for instructors to incorporate feedback and reflect on 

their own instructional practices and identify areas for change or needed growth were 

demonstrated through a continued iterative process of learning about which practices worked in 

order “to make sure that students actually participate” (FG4). One instructor, in discussing the 

process of an instructional team learning to become proctors for credentialing exams, indicated, 

“We were learning . . . to be a student” (FG4). Perhaps the most significant comment relating to 

the importance of reflection came from an instructor discussing the personal and professional 

growth they experienced when negative learner feedback caused them to reflect on how to 

reconcile their role as instructor with their authentic self: “Trying to be an instructor and being 

authentic to who I am is two very different things” (FG3). This same instructor went on to share, 
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“My approach changed drastically” (FG3), and as a result both instructors felt a positive shift in 

their classrooms and saw much more positive feedback from learners (FG3; FG4). Another 

aspect of reflection and growth was indicated by one instructor who identified how learning was 

not only the purview of students, but implied a reciprocal nature, in their comment related to 

diversity in the classroom (FG1). This instructor stated, due to their large cohort of international 

students, they were “learning a lot more about the world than I ever thought I knew before” 

(FG1). This also corresponded to an instructor’s comment related to the capacity for change and 

how it was to a large extent moderated by the individual: “Change is a tough thing to create. . . . 

It’s up to the instructors to want to do that, to want to create those inclusive classrooms” (FG3). 

One participant discussed the ability to take feedback and reflect on how it can be used to impact 

teaching and learning; this instructor said of learners “tell us what you want. . . . We’re here to 

develop this one together” (FG2). The personal accountability of instructors to choose to be 

responsive, to learn and adapt, was also interwoven with their approach to applied learning in the 

classroom. 

Theme 3: Applied, Experiential Learning 

One of the key program strengths identified across both instructional and learner groups 

was the focus on application of theory to real-world situations (Appendix Q). Participants viewed 

applied, active, and experiential learning as one of the factors that differentiates the BA program 

and SAIT from others and shapes the school’s mental models of what an ideal teaching and 

learning experience includes. One instructor commented, “We’re not lecturing in front of the 

class; we’re doing hands-on experiential learning with the students” (FG3). Participants viewed 

the ability to engage learners as a key element to successful applied learning and identified this 

ability as an important outcome of this teaching and learning approach. This was also recognized 
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in a student comment with reference to teaching and learning excellence: “The mode of teaching 

is related to the application of the subject matter in the real world” (S13). Experiential, active and 

applied learning could be defined as the sum of the elements of the subthemes (i.e., engaged 

learners, innovative course design, and creative instructional approaches) from participants in 

this study: applied, experiential learning, therefore, involves engaging learners through 

innovative course design and creative instructional approaches that encourage the active 

application of knowledge. 

Engaged Learners. In discussing personal feelings of success, one instructor shared, for 

them, it was the feeling they get when they see students engaged in active learning (FG3). They 

said they can feel and hear “the energy . . . [that comes from] students interacting . . . [and 

having] light bulb moments” (FG3), as course concepts begin to crystallize. Instructors also 

viewed engaging learners as an aspect of an inclusive learning environment (FG2; FG3). One 

instructor talked about how engaging a diverse group of learners requires a different approach: 

“What’s important is recognizing . . . differences . . . [and] com[ing] up with unique ways to 

engage students” (FG3). The value of engagement was commented on by another instructor who 

correlated success with engagement, due to the positive behaviours observed in highly engaged 

students, including, “coming to class on time” and having more students participating in class 

activities (FG2). Engaging learners was also tied to building workplace competencies, and one 

instructor recognized the need to engage students through teamwork and decision making as an 

important way to learn skills to help them succeed in the workplace (FG3). The ability to 

integrate new technologies that assist in engaging learners was also raised in the focus group 

discussion and is more fully explored through the subtheme of innovative course design. 
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Innovative Course Design. One instructor identified, “This is a new generation who 

likes to use all the gadgets. . . . [They] don’t have the old [mindset of just] buy the book, read the 

book” (FG2). Instructors spoke about finding ways to incorporate innovative approaches to 

designing courses with a learner-centred focus when discussing the value of applying concepts 

and technical skills and the consistency that comes with having it embedded in the course design 

(FG2–FG4). One instructor commented on the importance of developing courses to “create that 

applied learning, no matter what course you’re in . . . [or]who you get” (FG3). Instructors noted 

courses that were successful in incorporating innovative design included one that introduced a 

simulation as a major component as well as the introduction of a credentialing opportunity as a 

way to “actually apply the technical skills that they learn” (FG4). Instructors also made reference 

to the importance of creative instructional approaches, in addition to course design, as a means of 

bringing applied, experiential learning to life in a classroom (FG2–FG4). 

Creative Instructional Approaches. Instructors viewed the value of creative approaches 

as a means to convey to learners the benefits of not only achieving a technical understanding of 

content but also to connect with the competencies being developed: “It’s not just about the 

content; it’s so much more than that” (FG3). Another instructor noted it was important to 

“change [students’] thinking . . . [help them to understand] a diploma is not the only thing that 

can help you . . . [new] behaviours . . . will help you in your future” (FG2). Participants shared 

examples of creative instructional approaches designed to help learners cocreate knowledge 

through experiential, applied means. In one example, an instructor explained, “In a course I 

teach, we conduct an [applied] economics activity in which students learn about supply, demand 

and equilibrium price. . . . They see what happens when we do a shortage or . . . too much 

oversupply in the market” (FG3). Instructors acknowledged creative instructional approaches 



IMPACTS OF AN INCLUSIVE LEARNING COMMUNITY  74 

help to increase engagement: “We want everybody to participate in the class. . . . I use a lot [of 

tools] . . . [for example] spin the wheel with their names [on it]” (FG2). Instructors also noted 

that creative approaches were also directly linked to workplace skill building. Participants found 

some approaches, like using teams and group work to build competencies, to be difficult when 

engaging learners who “don’t want to work with other people” (FG2). As such, these approaches 

were seen as even more critical to employ within an instructional approach, to prepare learners 

for success in the workplace: “the task for [instructors is] to make [teamwork] happen . . . 

teaching them how to be successful . . . in [the] work environment . . . [and] how to cooperate” 

(FG2). This connection to workplace competency building and the importance of connection to 

industry in reference to applied learning is explored within the next theme of relevant course 

content. 

Theme 4: Relevant Course Content 

The importance of connecting applied, experiential learning to workplace skill building is 

evidenced through the impact of relevant course content and is reflective of changing external 

social, economic, and industry-specific variables. One participant shared an example of an 

instructor taking a dated course outline and schedule to industry connections for feedback and 

learned, in order to maintain relevant course content, there was a need for continuous course 

improvement (FG2). The term relevant course content could be defined as the sum of the 

elements of the subthemes (i.e., continuous improvement, instructor knowledge and expertise, 

integrated learning technologies, and industry-informed curriculum) from participants in this 

study: Relevant course content, therefore, requires a commitment to continuous improvement, 

developing instructor knowledge and expertise, the application of integrated learning 

technologies and industry informed curriculum. 
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Continuous Improvement. Instructors discussed the need for ongoing development 

based on feedback as well as the need to continue to innovate course design and creative 

instructional approaches that engage diverse learners in inclusive learning environments as a 

difficult and purposeful process that requires a willingness to embrace change (FG3; FG4). This 

was summed up by one instructor who indicated,  

If we want to make a name for SAIT, if we want to really create . . . that hands-on 

technical school that students are looking for, [together with] job-ready students, we need 

to continue pushing that boulder up the hill. (FG3) 

In a discussion of how continuous improvement of one course in particular had impacted learners 

and engagement, one instructor commented, “[There are] big changes [from] what this course 

was, compared to how it’s being delivered now, and why students like [the course] . . . how this 

course is being developed still . . . [development]never stops” (FG4). Another instructor 

indicated, “I introduced this café [business simulation] to our distance delivery and our evening 

delivery and it’s changed the energy in that course in all delivery modes” (FG3). The necessity 

of continuous improvement in relation to instructor knowledge, ability, and expertise was also a 

factor. This is another aspect of ongoing reflection and growth and willingness to embrace 

change.  

Instructor Knowledge and Expertise. This was one of the top three factors that students 

identified as key to excellence in teaching and learning (Appendix Q). Indeed, the ability for 

instructors to connect relevant course content to industry necessitates continuous improvement of 

their own knowledge and expertise of the subject matter. On the importance of instructor 

knowledge and expertise some student respondents indicated a lack of consistency in instructor 

preparation and thoroughness and their ability to use technology (S16; S18; S25; S26). One 
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student commented, “I have had a few really excellent instructors and a few that were [not] so 

great” (S25). Another student indicated, “Some professors are more thorough than others” (S18); 

while another commented, “[Some] teachers have really stood out compared to others” (S26). 

Finally, on the topic of technology one student commented, “Instructors seem to have trouble 

using technology. . . . [This] reflects on the quality of the class” (S16). 

Integrated Learning Technologies. The importance of instructors’ ability to flex into 

the space of new technology related to online learning came up from both students and 

instructors as one area that was important and might not be as consistently applied as was 

necessary to create positive student experiences (FG3, S16, S1, S2, S3, S4, S5). One instructor 

indicated, “One of the main things I hear from students . . . [is about] the number of different . . . 

software programs they are required to learn in those first two weeks” (FG3). This was echoed 

by a student who stated, “[The] wide range of websites used as teaching resources can make it 

difficult to keep track of what assignments are due” (S16). Instructors noted the use of various 

online “tools” (FG2) as innovative ways to gather feedback, elicit greater engagement, support 

experiential learning, and create more relevant and applied learning experiences to prepare 

students for the workplace. 

Industry-Informed Curriculum. Connecting with industry was one factor for keeping 

course content relevant. One instructor shared the value in having industry connections involved 

in providing feedback and recommendations on relevancy of courses and course content through 

inquiring of industry stakeholders: “Is this really relevant right now in industry? Is [the course] 

really effective? . . . [What] will make students job ready?” (FG2), 
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Study Conclusions 

Through an analysis of the data, four main themes and 15 subthemes emerged to tell the 

story of teaching and learning excellence within the BA program at SAIT. Through focused 

coding, I wove the common threads running through both instructor and learner feedback into 

the main themes and subthemes, resulting in guidelines for teaching and learning excellence. 

An AI lens helped to focus participant stories and descriptions of teaching and learning 

on key strengths within the program and on inspirational and aspirational aspects of lived 

experiences of excellence in teaching and learning. These experiences were denoted by examples 

of engagement, a sense of inclusion and belonging, relationship building, participation, and 

feedback. These experiences of excellence in teaching and learning produced feelings of 

satisfaction, helped learners to make sense of the content and helped instructors have a sense of 

satisfaction, enjoyment, and engagement with course content. 

Through reflective questions and conversations focused on uncovering and sharing how 

excellence in teaching and learning is experienced, the emergent themes and subthemes became 

the basis for descriptive teaching and learning guidelines. These program guidelines paint a 

picture of the best of what is and what could be (J. M. Watkins et al., 2011). They create both a 

more cohesive approach to ensuring positive student experiences across the program and a 

foundation upon which generative learning outcomes can be built. Through the dissemination of 

these guidelines across a broader, inclusive community, recommendations for the next iteration 

of teaching and learning guidelines can be cocreated. This iterative process is ongoing, as 

guidelines are evaluated against KPIs and stakeholder feedback to ensure relevancy. 

From an organizational change perspective, utilizing collaboration and AI to understand 

the current state of teaching and learning within the program and also the future desired state, 
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this inquiry served as a change catalyst to provide guidelines that could be leveraged to close the 

gap (Beckhard & Harris, 2009; Stroh, 2015). The stakeholder groups provided feedback in the 

form of responses to survey questions and participation in a focus group. Their responses formed 

the basis for this change intervention and for understanding how the cocreation of guidelines 

around teaching and learning excellence would serve to better understand the current state of 

teaching and learning within the program, identify strengths to build on, and determine negative 

spirals to reverse (Burns, 2015). 

Shared mental models, or the assumptions and generalizations held by participants 

regarding excellence in teaching and learning (Senge, 2005), surfaced around the value of 

applied, experiential learning as a means of cocreating engaged classrooms in which learners are 

connecting their learning from experience to their new disciplinary knowledge. This was also 

identified across both stakeholder groups as a primary program strength (Appendix Q). Both 

stakeholder groups indicated increased cohesion across the program (Appendix Q) as a means of 

ensuring more consistent and positive student and instructor experiences. Teaching and learning 

guidelines, therefore, may mitigate both the external and internal change variables impacting the 

program, school, and institution discussed in Chapter 1. 

Each of the themes and subthemes that emerged from the data led to the formation of one 

of the four conclusions detailed in this section. Each represents those areas of alignment and 

intersectionality between instructor and learner perceptions of excellence in teaching and 

learning and forms a foundation upon which a more consistent, positive, engaged experience for 

instructors and learners can be built. These conclusions form the basis for teaching and learning 

guidelines to support excellence across the program. 
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Conclusion 1: Inclusive Learning Communities 

Cocreating an inclusive learning environment that fosters a sense of belonging and safety 

and considers learners holistically, with support for their academic, personal, and social well-

being, are key aspects of the first conclusion to emerge from the data of this inquiry. Inclusive 

learning communities emerged as the primary theme, underpinning the importance to instructors 

of creating psychologically safe learning environments in which learners felt comfortable to 

share, participate, and engage with instructors and classmates. Similarly, Zhao and Kuh (2004) 

identified learning communities help to foster increased collaboration, engagement, and active 

learning. R. E. West and Williams (2018) described, in learning communities in which relational 

aspects are intentionally fostered, connection, acceptance, and shared purpose increase among 

members. Participants viewed intentional activities early in the semester, designed to enable 

instructors to get to know learners and to help learners connect with classmates, as foundational 

to enabling relationship building between learners and also between learners and instructors. 

This was supported in the literature, with successful learning communities linked to greater 

relatedness and increased integration of academic and social experiences (Lenning & Ebbers, 

1999; C. Watkins, 2005). These intentional activities were also identified as opportunities to 

mitigate the added challenges of building relationships in an online delivery. Support and 

resources for learners were important and the difficulty expressed of not having access to these 

in an online learning environment could be more indicative of the need for more robust 

communication and ease of access to existing resources. Flexibility in programming and course 

scheduling is important for creating inclusive learning communities that are reflective of the 

needs of a diverse population of learners. A strong academic advising support system and 
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flexible pathways into and through a program are identified as critical to fostering student 

success, both academically and socially (Freestone et al., 2006; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). 

Conclusion 2: Responsive Instructional Practice 

Instructors’ ability to adapt and respond to changing dynamics both in the external 

organizational environment and with respect to changing learner needs is a critical element of 

effective instructional practice within the BA program. The quick shift to online learning, the 

uncertain full return of all courses to previous traditional face-to-face delivery, as well as 

increasingly diverse learner demographics elevates the need for a more holistic approach to 

incorporating learner feedback and a willingness to engage in reflection and growth as part of an 

effective instructional practice (Trigwell & Shale, 2004).  

Feedback emerged as an important component of instructors’ personal measures of 

success as well as a gauge to understand the level of learner engagement with an understanding 

of course content, effectiveness of classroom facilitation techniques, and relevancy of course 

components. It also served to challenge instructors’ assumptions or biases related to excellence 

in teaching and learning and to close the loop between what instructors thought might be 

effective in contrast to what learners perceived as effective (Kreber, 2002; Trigwell & Shale, 

2004). Anonymous feedback that was actively sought throughout a semester, as well as direct 

feedback from learners through relationships, engagement, and connection with instructors was 

important. There was also an identified need for additional support around how to successfully 

process, interpret, and incorporate learner feedback. This is an important component to enable 

further reflection and ability to lean into areas of personal and professional growth. 
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Conclusion 3: Applied, Experiential Learning 

Learners and instructors identified applied, active, and experiential learning as an 

important differentiator for the program, school, and institution. A learner-centred focus, in 

which students are engaged in experiential learning through the application of creative 

instructional approaches and innovative course design, was a shared mental model of teaching 

and learning excellence. Student engagement with the course content was identified as a critical 

element to helping them apply their learning, and engagement levels also served as benchmarks 

for instructors to understand whether they were connecting with students and to determine if the 

content was resonating with them. Engagement as a form of feedback helped instructors measure 

the success of a lesson plan or activity, and could then provide a basis for ongoing iteration and 

experimentation. The importance of having applied learning opportunities embedded in course 

and curriculum development across the program was seen as critical to supporting creative 

instructional approaches to bring applied learning to life in the classroom and provide learners 

with consistent, positive student experiences. Learners’ increased engagement with course 

material and with each other, through the intentional design of innovative applied learning 

experiences is well documented in the literature (Alford, 2012; Kuh, 1996, 2003; MacGregor, 

1991; Zhao & Kuh, 2004). Participants identified connecting learners not only to a technical 

understanding of the content but also to understanding the competencies they were developing as 

an additional key outcome of experiential applied learning. This also served to connect learners 

to workplaces and the development of human skills that are necessary for success not only 

during the program, but also in their careers and work lives. Similarly, Hanneman and Gardner 

(2010), Freestone et al. (2006), and Drysdale and McBeath (2012) noted the development of 

essential workplace and human skills such as collaboration, complex problem solving, 
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communication, conflict resolution, and creativity as positive outcomes of active, learner-

centred, experiential learning. This learner-centred focus drives the need to be continually 

looking for new ways to leverage learning from feedback and engagement levels to find creative 

ways to deliver course content in a way that resonates with learners and provides new ways of 

applying their learning. This extends not only to creative instructional approaches but also to the 

ongoing development of course curriculum and course components. 

Conclusion 4: Relevant Course Design 

Continuous improvement of course design is an important requirement to deliver relevant 

content, in light of dynamic social, economic, and industry-specific requirements. Relevancy of 

course content and industry-informed curriculum have been identified as important elements of 

excellence in teaching and learning. Helping students make the connection between what they 

were learning and why they were learning it has been identified as an important aspect of the 

applied-learning model (Zhao & Kuh, 2004). The importance of cocreating inclusive 

communities that recognize and embrace diversity is also reflected in the need for relevant, 

applied learning content (Hollander, 2008; Sugiyama et al., 2016). Engaging learners in activities 

and experiential course components that would build needed workplace and human skills 

emerged as an important component of teaching and learning excellence. Integrated learning 

technologies that supported a learner-centred approach to teaching and learning using innovation 

in support of pedagogy included a variety of active, collaborative, and experiential approaches 

across multimodal deliveries in which students were purposefully engaged and involved in their 

own learning. Learners and instructors noted the consistency of approach to moderate both the 

quantity and application of different technologies used within a semester as important to their 

ability to successfully incorporate new technology. 
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Instructors seeking to be responsive and adaptive to changing delivery platforms and to 

incorporate innovative instructional practices and course design that utilizes integrated 

technology must be willing to identify gaps in personal learning and to ensure that professional 

and personal development are part of the cycle of continuous improvement (Boyer, 1990; Hubbal 

et al., 2013). Industry-informed curriculum is important to ensure relevancy not only in course 

content and learning outcomes, but also in identifying these gaps in instructor knowledge and 

expertise, as areas for development and growth. 

Scope and Limitations of the inquiry 

Procedural issues within the organization resulted in a 4-month delay in moving forward 

with the research project. Due to this substantial setback and a timeframe within which the 

research project needed to be completed as a component of successful completion of the Master 

of Arts in Leadership program at Royal Roads University, the decision was made to limit the 

scope of this research inquiry. In consultation with both my thesis supervisor and my 

organizational partner, I decided to limit this research inquiry to two main stakeholder groups of 

instructors and students. The methods used were also limited to instructor and student surveys, 

one instructor focus group, and one student focus group. In total, four instructors participated in 

the instructor focus group, and no students participated in the student focus group, which was 

subsequently cancelled. Individual appreciative interviews with administrators and senior leaders 

as well as the implementation of TWC as a data dissemination tool were not included as part of 

the scope of this inquiry. Rather, TWC forms part of the recommendations going forward, as 

discussed in Chapter 5. 

Project delays created a number of limitations in this inquiry. Stakeholders’ capacity for 

participation was identified early in the research inquiry design as likely to be closely tied to the 
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institution’s academic calendar. Originally, my research was intended to begin early in the 

Winter semester. Project delays resulted in research participants being sought closer to semester 

end, with stakeholders otherwise occupied with heavy marking, end of semester projects, and 

impending final exams. This may have contributed to relatively low response rates for participant 

surveys as well as reduced focus group participation as outlined in Appendix Q. The limitation to 

two stakeholder groups, reduced response rates, and the lack of participation from students in a 

focus group created relatively small sample sizes from which to gather data. This makes it 

imperative to share the research findings through a data dissemination method like TWC, which 

invites a wider community invested in the research outcomes, to participate and contribute to 

final recommendations. 

Ethical considerations, due to possible power-over issues based on my dual role as 

researcher and AC in the program within which this inquiry was conducted required that I enlist 

an inquiry team member to lead the focus group and provide an anonymized, written transcript of 

the conversations. Not having the ability to engage with participants myself precluded digging 

into some of the participant comments that I found particularly worthy of follow-up questions, as 

they touched on areas of particular interest to this inquiry. Not having the ability to interact with 

participants, also limited my interpretation of their comments to words on a page, without the 

consequent insight of body language, expression and tone. 

Finally, the global pandemic that resulted in the closure of postsecondary campuses from 

March 2020 onwards necessitated that all data collection methods, including surveys and focus 

groups, be conducted strictly through online platforms. Communication with my inquiry team 

and organizational partners occurred through online platforms as well. While this did create 
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convenience and ease of gathering participants, it is not clear what impact this may have had on 

the consequent richness of dialogue and level of sharing. 

Chapter Summary 

Within this chapter, findings from data gathered from two different stakeholder surveys, 

and an instructor focus group were presented and analyzed, with four emergent themes and 14 

subthemes identified and discussed. These themes and subthemes answered the primary research 

inquiry question and subquestions with conclusions presented from the participant data. Through 

an examination of the scope and limitations of this research inquiry, the conclusions can now be 

leveraged to formulate a set of recommendations in Chapter 5 for continued iteration through 

additional stakeholder input. 



IMPACTS OF AN INCLUSIVE LEARNING COMMUNITY  86 

Chapter Five: Inquiry Implications 

Chapter 1 reviewed the purpose and significance of the inquiry and explored the 

organizational context and systems perspective. Chapters 2 and 3, respectively, reviewed 

scientific support for the inquiry and the research approach taken. Chapter 4 focused on an 

analysis of the data and provided detailed findings, conclusions, and limitations of the project. In 

this fifth and final chapter, previous findings and analysis of the data are codified into a set of six 

recommendations, which I present along with a discussion of the organizational implications. A 

summary discussion of this inquiry closes this final chapter. 

This action-oriented research project inquired: How might an inclusive learning 

community cocreate guidelines to support teaching and learning excellence in the Business 

Administration Diploma program at the Southern Alberta Institute of Technology? I also 

examined 5 main subquestions were added:  

1. What do students, instructors, and administrators identify as highly engaged and 

meaningful teaching and learning experiences in the program? 

2. What mental models do students, instructors, and administrators hold in relation to 

excellence in teaching and learning? 

3. What does an ideal student experience include? 

4. What does an ideal teaching experience include? 

5. How might these descriptions of ideal teaching and learning experiences be codified 

and structured into a set of useful, implementable guidelines and implemented? 

An AI stance was employed in the design of this research to uncover the best of teaching 

and learning excellence within the BA program through focused positive inquiry, affirmative 

conversations, and a collaborative process of discovery through dialogue (Boyd & Bright, 2007; 
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Stavros & Torres, 2018). These were elicited through the participation of two main stakeholder 

groups: instructors and students within the BA program. I collected data through participant 

surveys and a focus group. Through the Define and Discover stages of the AI model presented in 

Chapter 3 (J. M. Watkins et al., 2011), I determined the research inquiry question and questions 

related to uncovering the best of teaching and learning excellence as well as the best of what 

could be. The Design stage of the AI model (J. M. Watkins et al., 2011) identified the findings 

from the data, presented in Chapter 4, and represented participants’ contributions, both in written 

responses and in shared stories and conversations of “the best of what is and what could be” (J. 

M. Watkins et al., 2011, p. 188). Analysis of the data resulted in four emergent themes and 14 

subthemes around teaching and learning excellence. Themes focused on inclusive learning 

communities, responsive instructional practices, applied, experiential learning, and relevant 

course design. The themes and subthemes led to four conclusions, presented in Chapter 4, that 

each identify one of the key emergent principles of excellence in teaching and learning, and that 

together form the foundation for teaching and learning program guidelines: (a) inclusive learning 

communities; (b) responsive instructional practice; (c) applied, experiential learning; and (d) 

relevant course content. 

The four conclusions presented from the study findings in Chapter 4 are indicative of the 

shared values and principles that emerged as foundational for teaching and learning excellence. 

One of the key recommendations that follows is that the final stage of the AI model (J. M. 

Watkins et al., 2011), the Destiny stage, be engaged through TWC forum to disseminate the data 

findings and build on these emergent guidelines of a teaching and learning model, to further 

cocreate final recommendations for a teaching and learning framework for the BA program. 

Additionally, each of these conclusions led to further recommendations related to that key 
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principle of teaching and learning excellence. Recommendations are developed from the results 

of this inquiry and from a study of relevant literature. These recommendations are defined as 

follows: 

1. Invite stakeholders to build on these emergent teaching and learning guidelines to 

cocreate a comprehensive teaching and learning framework for the BA program. 

2. Foster inclusive learning communities within the BA program. 

3. Cultivate responsive instructional practices. 

4. Incorporate elements of applied experiential learning into each semester of the BA 

program. 

5. Ensure relevant course content through a culture of continuous improvement. 

Study Recommendations 

Recommendation 1: Invite Stakeholders to Build on These Emergent Teaching and Learning 

Guidelines to Co-create a Comprehensive Teaching and Learning Framework for the BA 

Program 

Inviting participation from a wider, more inclusive learning community that engages 

more faculty, leaders, advisors, staff, and students across the program provides an opportunity 

for data from this study findings to be more widely disseminated and also invites additional 

voices into the conversation in an effort to engage a wider and more inclusive learning 

community in the process of cocreating generative knowledge outcomes. The guidelines that 

have emerged so far provide a foundation from which further iteration can occur on shared 

values and principles of teaching and learning excellence. TWC is an opt-in model that invites 

those who have a keen interest in the topic of teaching and learning excellence to become 

cocreators and leaders in the process of developing a comprehensive framework (Cooperrider & 
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Whitney, 2005). In this way, the process empowers community members to voluntarily engage 

collaboratively toward cocreating within the final stage of the AI model, the Destiny stage (J. M. 

Watkins et al., 2011). Within the scope of wider participation, TWC becomes a forum for 

developing shared language, and cohesive action (Agger-Gupta, 2015) toward teaching and 

learning excellence. While not designed to be prescriptive, the value of a framework is that it 

provides consistency across a set of core values and principles related to teaching and learning 

excellence. 

Figure 2  

Research Inquiry Process 

 

The benefits of a teaching and learning framework are well documented. Hamilton et al. 

(2013) described several benefits of institutional frameworks: 

• Serve as descriptive, not prescriptive guides; 

• often based on an evolutionary, not revolutionary “stretch goals”; 

• promote conversations and dialogue about learning, teaching, and program planning; 

• guide future infrastructure, resource, and policy decisions related to learning and 

teaching; 

• inform professional development strategies and activities; 
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• help in course design and program development; 

• support faculty recruitment and selection efforts; 

• make tacit assumptions about the institutional learning and teaching culture more 

explicit; and promote a strong sense of coherence in learning and teaching approaches 

across the university. (p. 20) 

While in the case of this recommendation the teaching and learning guidelines that have 

emerged from the research are focused on the BA program, and the call to engage in a process of 

appreciative inquiry and dialogue through TWC would be focused on cocreating a teaching and 

learning framework for the BA program, many of the institutional benefits described above are 

applicable at the program level as well. The articulation of principles related to teaching and 

learning excellence provides a shared identity for the program that can be leveraged in 

communication to external stakeholders. For example, this framework can be shared with 

program advisory committees and in program marketing efforts including information sessions 

for prospective students. This can also be leveraged in the recruiting and onboarding of new 

faculty and students and provides a cohesive approach for faculty, including adjuncts who often 

feel unsure of where the common ground lies with respect to some aspects of teaching and 

learning. Greater cohesion and consistency are important aspects to consider with increased 

adjunct instructors teaching in the program, especially in the very important first year. The need 

for greater consistency and cohesion of approach emerged from the data as important 

considerations from both faculty and students (Appendix Q). With a program mandate of 

continued growth and increased diversity in student and instructor populations, creating common 

ground and shared values and principles is important. A teaching and learning framework 
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provides shared purpose and a cohesive approach while empowering ongoing iteration and 

sharing of generative knowledge outcomes (Wright & Osman, 2018). 

The teaching and learning principles that emerged from these study findings have several 

implications for action beyond forming a basis upon which further stakeholder input through a 

wider and more inclusive learning community might contribute. Many of the actions detailed in 

the following recommendations are underway in some form, as different stakeholders are 

engaged in learner-centred approaches to ensure student success, in alignment with SAIT’s 

strategic initiatives (SAIT, 2020b). The value of articulating specific recommendations within 

shared guidelines of a teaching and learning framework is that it provides consistency, 

collaboration, coordination, and communication among various initiatives across the program, 

the school, and the institution. 

Recommendation 2: Foster Inclusive Learning Communities Within the BA Program 

A primary theme emerged from the data that inclusive learning communities are 

foundational to cultivating the sense of belonging and psychological safety that enables members 

to openly share and participate within a classroom community (Appendix Q). Participants 

viewed inclusion and sense of belonging as important to helping students to connect and engage 

in community and relationship building (Appendix Q). These characteristics of a learning 

community are important in higher education, in part because they are linked with higher rates of 

retention and completion (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Tinto, 1993). Additionally, positive 

outcomes for participants who perceive inclusion in a learning community are identified as 

higher satisfaction, team citizenship and innovation, productivity and cooperation, improved 

decision making, increased persistence, and feelings of psychological safety (Boitano & 

Schockman, 2017; Hollander, 2008; Sugiyama et al., 2016; Thorpe-Moscon, 2015). Research 
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also indicated inclusive learning communities not only foster connection, sense of belonging, and 

relationship building for learners, but they enable these positive attributes for instructors as well 

(Lenning & Ebbers, 1999; C. Watkins, 2005; Zhao & Kuh, 2004). Now more than ever, as 

individuals struggle with upended ways of connecting and communicating in the midst of an 

uncertain pandemic reality, turning to community building may bring people together. Wheatley 

(2005) asked, “What would it feel like to be listening to each other again about what disturbs and 

troubles us? And about what gives us energy and hope?” (p. 7). Learning communities offer the 

possibility of an inclusive safe space to openly share ideas through dialogue, enabling members 

to disagree, debate, and doubt and to coconstruct generative knowledge outcomes in the process 

(Block, 2008; Page et al., 2021). 

Share Community Building Best Practices with Instructors. Given that learning 

communities are so important to so many stakeholders, clear definitions that enable sharing of 

best practices are essential. By clarifying members’ understanding of and expectations for 

inclusive learning communities through shared teaching and learning guidelines, they can begin 

to shape shared meaning and establish common ground. Additionally, a focus on building shared 

understanding of learning communities as cocreated shifts people’s perspective to understanding 

their demand for affective and relational ties that engender “sense of belonging, interdependence, 

trust and faith in the shared purpose of the community” (R. E. West & Williams, 2018, p. 1571). 

“Modeling the way” (Kouzes & Posner, 2017, p. 70) through cocreating an inclusive 

instructional learning community to share best practices, resources, and stories of success and 

failure in establishing classroom communities provides a safe space for instructors to learn and 

reflect on their own practice. In this way, collectively, students and instructors begin to identify 

and give context to their aspirational notions of what students can do, learn, and become as 
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members of an inclusive learning community within the program, school, and institution (R. E. 

West & Williams, 2018). 

Provide Diversity Support and Resources. Recognizing inclusive learning 

communities are cocreated among learners, faculty, staff, and stakeholders across the program, 

school, and institution requires an acknowledgment and understanding of diversity (R. E. West & 

Williams, 2018). Understanding and celebrating diversity and the value of each individual’s 

unique contributions is critical when creating a sense of belonging (Thorpe-Moscon, 2015). The 

study findings of this inquiry indicate a shared desire to understand the increasingly 

multilayered, complex, and dynamic nature of diversity and the commitment and hard work 

required to do so. The imperative to provide additional and ongoing support and resources is 

indicated both by the significance of diversity within a learning community and the consequent 

impact on inclusion and sense of belonging. Research indicated a sense of uniqueness, derived 

from recognition and value of individuals’ unique identities and contributions, and sense of 

belongingness, derived from feeling valued as part of a community, are both essential 

components of individuals’ perceptions of inclusion (Thorpe-Moscon, 2015). Sharing best 

practices through an instructional learning community, providing voluntary learning modules on 

diversity for various stakeholders, encouraging universal design learning practices in course 

curriculum, and celebrating diversity through the unique value and accomplishments of 

individuals, are ways to support and encourage the work involved to cocreate a truly inclusive 

learning community. 

Leverage a Cohort-Based Model. The integration of learning cohorts within higher 

education are linked with cohesive learning communities and positive outcomes that include the 

creation of a tightly knit community, a strong sense of connectedness, increased support from 
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peers, greater exposure to diversity, learning through shared experiences and knowledge, and 

strong relationship building in which learning communities typically persist after program 

completion (Harris & Agger-Gupta, 2015; Walinga & Harris, 2017). While the cohort model is 

implemented in the first semester for students entering the BA program, the second semester 

onward becomes open registration for students. The first semester cohort model may be key in 

helping to establish a learning community; as such, the impact on stakeholders of eliminating the 

cohort model in the second semester should be further explored through additional data collected 

from targeted learner surveys and focus groups. 

Promote Flexible Pathways. Within the BA program there is a diverse student 

population. Intersectionalities include geographic origin and nationality, immigration status, race 

and cultural background, gender and sexual orientation, accessibility, family and economic 

status, work and educational background, and learning and cognitive style. Creating flexibility 

within students’ programming that would empower learners to engage in their education in ways 

that flex with their life needs is important and surfaced in this study findings (Appendix Q). 

Learners indicated a desire to balance school and life commitments through the ability to add or 

drop courses in order to manage the pace of program completion and also to choose from 

multiple delivery modes to enable a better work–life fit. Students also indicated they appreciated 

the flexible pathway through advanced standing to continue into the degree program (Appendix 

Q). Flexible programming and pathways need to be developed with an equal focus on building 

inclusive learning communities. Online and blended learning requires a purposeful pedagogical 

approach that engages learners in community, not only by means of access and function, but also 

through the development of relational ties and shared vision for the community (R. E. West & 

Williams, 2018). In programs in which learners are less grounded by shared access and function, 
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finding ways to create connection, sense of belonging, engagement, and building relationships 

can be challenging. A framework that provides shared principles and a common philosophical 

approach to learning and the cocreation of knowledge may enable instructors, regardless of 

delivery mode, to develop pedagogies that result in more consistently positive teaching and 

learning experiences. 

Strengthen Advising Support and Resources. This study findings indicated an 

increased need for advising support and resources (Appendix Q). Program growth and increased 

challenges from both internal and external variables may require new approaches to outreach, 

support, and communication with learners. As noted in Chapter 1, BSU has a complex, 

multilayered organizational structure with many stakeholders who may be involved in different 

ways, at different times, with learners in the BA program. Learners represent a diverse 

population with individual needs and special circumstances that often require unique 

consideration and support. Exploring whether the advising structure currently provides the 

support and resources necessary to respond to learners’ needs is important and merits further 

work in collaboration with academic advising and other key stakeholders. In cases in which there 

are support programs and resources in place, further exploration of whether they are effectively 

being communicated to learners could prove beneficial. When learner needs can be addressed 

collectively, leveraging methods developed in support of instructors in the shift to online 

delivery could also prove beneficial to learners. Examples include building an effective online 

community of support with open access forums for students, one-on-one consultations, and 

virtual open office hours can be utilized, even as SAIT begins a return to campus and in-person 

interaction. Additionally, providing video resources and virtual workshops with walk-through 

opportunities could provide needed connection and resources within a supportive community 
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(Williams et al., 2020). Enlisting engaged and committed students to build a supportive and 

inclusive community for fellow learners also provides alternate outreach and support to connect 

students to important resources. Currently, the student ambassador pilot project within the BA 

program is being developed toward this end. Gathering relevant data to assess learner impact at 

the end of the 2021–2022 academic year will provide necessary information for evidence-based 

decision making on the success of project outcomes and future direction. 

Recommendation 3: Cultivate Responsive Instructional Practices 

A secondary theme emerging from the data led to the conclusion that a key principle of 

teaching and learning excellence is a willingness to engage in reflection as a means of personal 

and professional development and growth. From the study findings, responsive instructional 

practices encompass a holistic view, in which reflection and action are cultivated from feedback 

and evidence-based research (Appendix Q). The dynamic nature of teaching in the BA program 

requires an ability to flex into alternate delivery modes and to develop applicable pedagogy to 

support learner outcomes regardless of the platform used. Relying on evidence-based research to 

identify and address areas of personal and professional growth is a “reflective and informed act” 

(Trigwell & Shale, 2004, p. 523) that gives rise to an openness and willingness to continue to 

evolve an instructional practice. Braskamp (2000) asserted evaluations of instructional practice 

must consider “teacher and teaching and the learner and learning” (p. 20). Sources for evaluation 

include peers and colleagues, self-assessment through reflection, and feedback from learners 

(Chalmers & Hunt, 2016). The study findings indicated the value of learner feedback not only at 

the end of a semester, but also through anonymous, real-time methods is critical to people’s 

process of reflection and growth and willingness to engage in continuous improvement 

(Appendix Q). Additionally, there was an indication that more support and resources to assist 
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instructors to effectively acknowledge, interpret, and process learner feedback might be 

warranted. 

Encourage and Promote SoTL Among Faculty and Leadership. Evidence-based 

instructional practices grounded in the SoTL discipline provide a foundation from which 

instructors can reflect on, challenge, and iterate their own instructional practice. Trigwell and 

Shale (2004) described SoTL as “a reflective and informed act of engaging students and teachers 

in learning” (p. 523). By engaging in evidence-based and reflective decision making and 

exploring successful teaching practices through research and sharing with peers, the value of 

SoTL in support of instructors’ personal and professional development is demonstrated (Kreber, 

2002; Trigwell & Shale, 2004). Reinforcing and promoting SoTL within the program lexicon 

would help familiarize faculty with SoTL principles and demystify some aspects of SoTL, which 

may still be unfamiliar to many faculty and adjunct instructors. Advancing a culture of 

innovation through evidence-based and reflective decision making is supported by “unlocking 

and sharing research” (Connolly et al., 2020, p. 610) for the benefit of all stakeholders. 

Participative and interactive communities are encouraged through the development of processes 

and resources to lend greater access and sharing. In addition to the positive outcomes associated 

with a supportive learning community, members benefit from evidence-informed research and 

innovation (Connolly et al., 2020). 

Provide Support to Incorporate Feedback. Through observations of student learning 

and formalized institutional feedback frameworks like the end of semester student feedback 

questionnaire, instructors are encouraged to reflect on instructional practices and to identify areas 

of needed personal and professional growth (Braskamp, 2000). Gathering learner feedback from 

the perspective of wanting to better understand learners and to connect and engage with them 
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more effectively through responsive and adaptive instructional approaches encourages a positive 

view of the feedback cycle. Gauging learners’ engagement with the course content and 

connection to the learning community is important (Eyler, 2009, Kuh, 2003). The study findings 

included indicators that feedback might still be viewed negatively by faculty, and accepting, 

reflecting on, and incorporating feedback might be difficult for some. Providing additional 

support and resources through workshops, online learning modules, virtual instructor 

newsletters, or instructor learning communities in which dialogue and sharing contribute to 

shared knowledge could assist in cultivating more positive perspectives on learner feedback. 

Leveraging these platforms would also be valuable for sharing best practices in mining real-time 

learner feedback. In addition to using end of semester student feedback questionnaires, 

instructors acknowledged the importance of using in-class tools, applied-learning, break-out 

groups and online publisher resources to assess learner engagement. Creative approaches in the 

tools and technology used to anonymously take the temperature of the classroom and assess 

engagement and learning might advance a more responsive instructional approach. 

Recommendation 4: Engage a Systematic Approach To Applied, Experiential Learning in 

Every Course Within the BA Program 

I hear and I forget, I see and I remember, I do and I understand. 

— Confucius 

Learning by doing enables learners to engage in more meaningful ways with course 

content with other learners and through critical reflection to develop higher order thinking and to 

bridge knowledge and experience (Alford, 2012; Kuh, 1996, 2003; MacGregor, 1991; Zhao & 

Kuh, 2004). Applied, active and experiential learning is the cornerstone of an education at SAIT 

(2020b). Incorporating authentic, active, experiential or immersive pedagogy helps to build 
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workplace aligned competencies of creativity, curiosity, critical thinking, collaboration, conflict 

resolution, and communication (Drysdale & McBeath, 2012; Eyler, 2009; Freestone et al., 2006; 

Hanneman & Gardner, 2010; McRae, 2015). Applied, active, and experiential learning are high-

impact practices that foster student involvement in their learning. Additionally, greater 

engagement, satisfaction, participation, as well as increased retention, program completion, 

graduate employment rates, and future career success are linked to high-impact practices (Kuh, 

2008; Eyler, 2009; McRae, 2015). Kuh (2008) noted the “highest-quality first-year experiences 

place a strong emphasis on critical inquiry, frequent writing, information literacy, collaborative 

learning, and other skills that develop students’ intellectual and practical competencies” (p. 1). 

Students in this study noted the importance of applied, experiential learning and SAIT’s 

data indicates that courses with high-impact practices report higher levels of student engagement 

and satisfaction in the BA program. Engaging a more systematic approach to ensuring high-

impact practices are part of every course, requires establishing a more cohesive approach through 

shared meaning, as a generative outcome of a teaching and learning framework. 

Cross-Pollinating Courses. The intentional design of innovative and purposeful applied, 

experiential learning opportunities both inside and outside of the classroom is indicated as “a 

precursor to high levels of student learning and personal development as well as an indicator of 

educational effectiveness” (Zhao & Kuh, 2004, p. 115). Further, Zhao and Kuh (2004), in their 

discussion of the power of cohort models toward community building, indicated that innovative 

course design can increase the impact for learners. Specifically, when common courses can be 

structured with assignments that require the application of knowledge across other courses, the 

“social and intellectual connections between students” (Zhao & Kuh, 2004, p. 116) are 

strengthened, thus strengthening community as well as increasing generative knowledge 
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outcomes (Alford, 2012; Gabelnick et al., 1990). The combination of a cohort model with 

innovative course design that cultivates this cross-pollination of courses in the first year of the 

program would be a high-impact practice with positive learner, faculty, and institutional 

outcomes. 

Recommendation 5: Ensure Relevant Course Content by Cultivating a Culture of Continuous 

Improvement 

I recommend developing relevant course content derived through commitment to 

continuous improvement, development of instructor knowledge and expertise, industry informed 

curriculum, and the application of integrated learning technology. Curriculum is developed using 

program-wide learning outcomes created in consultation with program advisory councils that 

represent industry stakeholder groups. In order to remain relevant, course curriculum requires 

continuous improvement as an ongoing and iterative process that reflects today’s dynamic world 

and educational environment (Kreber, 2002; Martensson et al., 2011). Changing and evolving 

workplaces require changing and evolving educational practices in alignment with SAIT’s 

commitment as an applied learning institution. Connection to industry ensures not only that 

SAIT’s courses are relevant, but that the institute’s instructors are better able to develop the 

knowledge and expertise necessary to bridge the classroom and workplace in support of student 

learning and success (Hanneman & Gardner, 2010; Kuh, 2008). A commitment to continuous 

improvement extends to professional development and connection to changing trends in industry. 

Reflecting and identifying opportunities to build knowledge and maintain relevant expertise is an 

important outcome of cultivating a culture of continuous improvement. Instructor knowledge and 

expertise were one of the top indicators that learners identified with excellence in teaching and 

learning (Appendix E). Inclusive instructor learning communities, in which knowledge is 
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cocreated through open dialogue, positive inquiry, and sharing resources, also feeds a culture of 

continuous improvement and fosters creative, innovative approaches to course design. 

A Teaching and Learning Framework can be Shared with Program Advisory 

Committees. A teaching and learning framework communicates educational shared values and 

principles as well as institutional identity and culture (MacDonald, 2013; Stensaker, 2015). 

Internal and external stakeholders benefit from a deeper understanding of the purpose and 

commitment to teaching and learning that guide academic endeavours. Effectively 

communicating a school identity can help with positioning within a competitive marketplace and 

provide clarity for both internal and external stakeholders related to organizational dynamics, 

culture and innovation, as well as fostering cohesion and engagement (Bok, 2003; Hamilton et 

al., 2013; Stensaker, 2015). Leveraging a teaching and learning framework to clearly and 

consistently communicate SAIT’s educational values and principles to industry partners and key 

stakeholders within the program advisory committees could create a more cohesive approach that 

provides unity of purpose across multiple initiatives. 

Application of Integrated Technology. Continuous improvement and industry relevant 

courses require innovative approaches to designing courses that engage learners in applied, 

experiential learning, and are industry connected. Integrating innovative learning technologies is 

one way to continue to iterate and innovate to support learner-centred pedagogy regardless of the 

delivery mode. In this inquiry, instructors and students both noted the need for consistency and 

continuity in approach. Creating consistent application in existing technology and integrating 

new technology in a cohesive approach supports learners and scaffolds competencies as they 

move through a program. A central repository of pooled resources, shared licences, and easy 

access for faculty is important. Creating engaged instructor learning communities in which 
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information and resources are shared and instructors are supported in experimenting and 

innovating with new technology could be impactful for both faculty and learners (Ferdig et al., 

2020). Creating sandbox opportunities for new platforms with play dates where instructors are 

invited to try out and learn new tools can be a positive way to build competencies, curiosity, 

shared meaning, and helps cultivate a culture of innovation and continuous improvement 

(Anderson & Anderson, 2016; Breen, 2018; Ervin-Kassab, 2020, p. 17; Gomez-Galan et al., 

2019). 

Organizational Implications 

Exploring the impacts of teaching and learning guidelines within the BA program, 

requires a systems perspective that considers the complexity of the whole organization. The BA 

program is closely aligned to the BBA program, and they are only two of six programs within the 

SBU, which is one of nine schools within SAIT. Embarking on a change intervention in the form 

of this action-oriented research project required consideration for the organizational context in 

which the research would take place. Key stakeholders and relationships impacting teaching and 

learning at the program, school, and institutional levels were considered. An AI approach with a 

focus on positive inquiry and building shared understanding and consensus through affirmative 

dialogue and cocreation of knowledge outcomes served as a basis to both create common ground 

and aspirational principles for teaching and learning excellence. 

Reception Within the Organization 

My organizational partner has been positive and supportive of this research inquiry and is 

committed to building teaching and learning excellence both within the program as well as 

within the SBU and SAIT, institutionally. I have witnessed that commitment in action toward 

building a strong SoTL culture, supporting faculty professional development, providing more 
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robust student feedback, and developing work-integrated learning and high-impact practices that 

generate positive student and faculty experiences. Bringing diverse actions together under the 

umbrella of a teaching and learning framework provides a more cohesive, consistent, and 

coordinated effort to identify and align SBU’s values and principles around teaching and 

learning, with the school and institutional vision and strategic imperatives (SAIT, 2020b). 

Supporting this opportunity to engage in a pilot project for the BA program and having a 

willingness to see it through to determine if there is capacity to use it as a roadmap for the school 

and the institution is a demonstration of shared values around teaching and learning excellence 

and SBU’s commitment to students at the highest leadership levels. High-quality, inclusive 

student experiences impact program, school, and institutional enrolment, retention, and program 

completion rates. Generative learning outcomes from this change intervention come from the 

cocreation of an organizational framework that provides a basis for continued dialogue and 

iteration. Gathering feedback and data on an ongoing basis from KPIs related to teaching and 

learning excellence, and reevaluating guidelines going forward is essential to ensure desired 

outcomes continue to be realized. 

When it became apparent that institutional delays in starting the project would prohibit 

my ability to execute all methods included in the original research design, I met with my thesis 

supervisor and subsequently my organizational partner to reevaluate the research plan. We 

discussed and agreed on which elements of the original design would be included toward 

completion of my thesis and which elements could be completed afterward. I renewed my 

commitment to the process of completing the research project with the omission of some 

stakeholders and methods, in order for my successful completion of all requirements toward my 

MAL degree. 
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The imperative of completing TWC after submission of this thesis, as one of the 

recommendations, was discussed as part of the necessary reduction in the initial scope of the 

research. It is important that a wider, more inclusive learning community be engaged in the data 

dissemination process and in participating through appreciative inquiry in the development of 

final recommendations toward a teaching and learning framework. The value of bringing key 

stakeholders together and having the “whole system in the room” (Weisbord, 2012, p. 416) 

enables greater buy-in for the resulting recommendations, and for a teaching and learning 

framework cocreated through the collaborative efforts of an inclusive learning community. This 

will conclude Cooperrider et al.’s (2005) AI Design phase and begin planning of the AI Destiny 

stage. 

In a subsequent conversation with my organizational partner, I provided an overview of 

the data from the study findings, in which themes, conclusions, and recommendations were 

discussed. The information and recommendations were met with enthusiasm for next steps and a 

recognition of potential positive outcomes from their inclusion in future strategic planning at the 

program and school levels. 

Process Implications for the Organization 

The implications of moving forward on the recommendations identified in this chapter, 

are positive and well-grounded in supporting literature. For BSU, having a framework for 

sharing and discussing teaching and learning values and principles would create consistency, 

cohesion, and provide a north star to guide and align efforts to promote excellence in teaching 

and to cocreate positive and inclusive student experiences. 

Not moving forward with study recommendations might create additional challenges for 

the program and school in future enrolment, recruitment, and meeting growth targets in an 



IMPACTS OF AN INCLUSIVE LEARNING COMMUNITY  105 

increasingly competitive postsecondary market. With increased diversity in both student and 

instructor populations, ongoing provincial funding challenges, and an increased imperative for 

flexible and adaptive course delivery in a pandemic reality, the SBU needs to develop the agility 

to meet shifting external pressures and demands. Having a shared framework might serve to 

“keep in balance the things that are working, and to reverse the negative spirals of the things that 

aren’t” (Burns, 2015, p. 5). From a leadership lens, this means balancing appreciative inquiry 

and advocacy to build consensus and cohesion. As Stroh (2015) indicated, the necessity to “build 

a foundation for change” (p. 77) is predicated on the need for bringing together key stakeholders 

to engage in establishing common ground, shared vision, and a sense of current reality. The 

appreciative process suggested in TWC builds on an understanding of “what is” (J. M. Watkins 

et al., 2011, p. 188) to include “what could be” (p. 188). This research inquiry has already 

become a change catalyst by inviting cocreation of community and building collaborative 

capacity to engage in productive dialogue that balances inquiry and advocacy (Stroh, 2015). 

What remains is to see the change through. 

Over the last year, I have witnessed a shift already beginning as a result of promoting 

language and engaging in dialogue related to cocreating inclusive learning communities. The 

more SBU comes to understand and cocreate meaning around instructors’ and students’ 

collective values, the more these values become a shared lens and a north star to align individual 

efforts. Much of the important work has already begun, and now the imperative is to continue to 

push forward with a call for engagement, establishing common ground, shared values, and 

collective action. The value of a call to action in establishing final recommendations and an 

action plan through TWC as a means of concluding Cooperrider et al.’s (2005) AI Design stage 

and implementing the Destiny phase, is that it invites anyone who has a desire to be part of the 
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conversation and attracts those who have a keen interest in the topic. Not everyone will 

participate. Not everyone will embrace the concept of a teaching and learning framework, but the 

recommendations are directed toward engaging individuals who are compelled to engage in the 

change (Block, 2009; Wheatley, 2005). Empowering others, fostering accountability, modelling 

courage and humility through shared leadership, and embracing change begins the intentional 

building of inclusive communities, in which uniqueness and sense of belonging are cultivated 

(Thorpe-Moscone, 2015). 

Personal Implications From My Dual Role 

My formal position within the BA program in the SBU, requires that my role extend 

beyond this research inquiry to involvement in the implementation of the resulting 

recommendations. I am eager to continue this process of inquiry and iteration and, through my 

leadership role, invite collaboration toward implementing TWC with a wider, more inclusive 

learning community. 

The impact of this research project on my development of leadership competencies 

within my current role as an AC in the program is noteworthy, and will continue alongside my 

work in influencing the implementation of recommendations from the research. Ongoing self-

reflection and self-awareness were required, as I considered not only my role as a researcher in 

the inquiry design, but also my position within the program. I began to more deeply understand 

my impact on the program, school, and institution as a change catalyst through this research 

inquiry. I always believed that my ability to influence change came not only from hierarchical 

power, but was enacted through positive, authentic and open dialogue. This research inquiry 

solidified for me that the power of collaboration, positive inquiry, and holding space for open 

and meaningful conversations is where I can truly influence positive change. In this process, I 
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realized that because of my own experiences as an instructor and AC in the program, I had 

preexisting perceptions of what was important and where the focus areas for the program should 

be. As I began to analyze the data, these biases began to surface. I realized I needed to allow the 

themes and subthemes to emerge in the way the story wanted to be told, not to impose my own 

ending. 

Through engaging in this action research inquiry, the research process and lexicon were 

demystified. To that end, I also have a greater appreciation for and understanding of the value of 

SoTL and how evidence-based and reflective decision-making impact not only responsive 

instructional practices, but also my ability to lead and influence faculty within my academic 

leadership role. 

From a third-person perspective, there is an opportunity to share the generative 

knowledge outcomes from this inquiry and their impact on the BA program through the 

publication of an academic paper, enabling further dissemination of knowledge and learning with 

other institutions or organizations engaged in higher education. 

Implications for Future Inquiry 

I believe there is an opportunity for this change intervention to become a catalyst for 

faculty, leadership, students, academic advisors, and staff to engage and cocreate a teaching and 

learning framework that embodies shared values and principles and leads to generative 

knowledge outcomes for the SBU. The recommendations shared herein align with broader 

strategic goals at the program, school, and institutional levels, and bringing them together within 

a framework serves to create shared purpose and cohesion while still empowering innovative and 

iterative approaches. A framework aids in the articulation of SBU’s organizational identity and 

provides a foundation for deepening a shared understanding of the school’s culture, thus 
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establishing a baseline for change management efforts and future strategic development. The AI 

process, with a focus on engaging stakeholders through positive inquiry focused on identification 

of strengths and aspirational qualities, brought engaged participants together to cocreate and 

share and concluded the Design phase and begins the implementation phase of AI (Cooperrider 

et al., 2005). Doing so invited everyone who wanted to participate to cocreate, ensured members’ 

connection and commitment to each other was made clear, and strengthened people’s shared 

sense of community (Block, 2008). 

By “modeling the way” (Kouzes & Posner, 2017, p. 70) toward inclusive community 

building, SBU has laid the foundation for future appreciative change efforts and extended the 

school’s community-building capacity beyond the classrooms into other learning communities. 

By learning to transform themselves, instructors and students learn to transform others (Harris & 

Agger-Gupta, 2015; Walinga & Harris, 2017). The positive impact on learners and instructors 

through increased cohesion, collaboration, and shared purpose has the potential to increase 

capacity for innovation, experimentation and continued iteration. What might the impact be on 

learners who experience a truly inclusive community, in which their uniqueness is celebrated, 

sense of belonging is fostered, and building relationships and meaningful connections become 

part of their learning? How might that kind of transformational learning impact the communities 

and workplaces beyond SAIT? The potential for transformative change with far-reaching 

positive implications is boundless. 

Thesis Summary 

This action research project inquired how might an inclusive learning community 

cocreate guidelines to support teaching and learning excellence in the Business Administration 

Diploma program at the Southern Alberta Institute of Technology? Through appreciative, 
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positive inquiry with instructors and students in the program, some clear themes and subthemes 

emerged. From these themes and subthemes, four conclusions were drawn with respect to key 

principles around teaching and learning excellence, and formed the basis for a set of guidelines: 

inclusive learning communities; responsive instructional practice; applied, experiential learning; 

and relevant course content. From this potential set of guidelines for teaching and learning 

excellence came five principle recommendations. The first recommendation called for the 

organization to employ TWC to draw together stakeholders with a keen interest in the topic and 

desire to engage in the appreciative process of cocreating final recommendations toward a 

teaching and learning framework. The next four recommendations were to (a) foster inclusive 

learning communities within the BA program, (b) cultivate responsive instructional practices, 

(c) incorporate elements of applied, experiential learning into each semester of the BA program, 

and (d) ensure relevant course content through a culture of continuous improvement. Calls to 

action that flowed from the teaching and learning guidelines lay the foundation for a final 

teaching and learning framework that provides shared purpose and cohesion. 

Chapter 5 provides answers to the initial inquiry question, but as my organizational 

partner noted, the next steps are just the beginning. While one feedback loop is closing, another 

iterative process is just beginning by way of the implementation of the recommendations. By 

inviting a diverse stakeholder group to participate through shared dialogue, positive inquiry, and 

advocacy to cocreate generative knowledge outcomes, the groundwork is laid for a continued 

iterative process. Cocreating an inclusive learning community to uncover insights into a problem 

or area of inquiry and, through cycles of divergent and convergent thinking, moving from “what 

could be” (J. M. Watkins et al., 2011, p. 188) to “what should be” (p. 188) fosters a learning 
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organization in which iteration, evaluation, and a culture of continuous improvement is 

cultivated (Boyd, 2007; Senge, 2006; Shore, 2011). 

Working and learning within the ebb and flow of inquiry, dialogue, advocacy, and action 

and through evaluation to inquire again, people become open to possibilities and adaptive to 

dynamic changes. In SBU instructors' and learners’ efforts to cocreate inclusive learning 

communities through appreciative inquiry, they have modelled a process that fosters their 

continued cocreation in the classrooms, across the program and school. Appreciating each 

other’s uniqueness and valuing contributions from diverse perspectives cultivates a sense of 

belonging and relational ties that are cornerstone to community building. Wheatley (1998) 

reminded readers to ask themselves “Who are we?” (para. 23) and “What matters?” (para. 23) if 

they are to engage in communities of “we” and not of “me” (p. 5). Cocreating an inclusive 

community with a clear purpose toward identifying and solidifying teaching and learning values 

and principles into a framework provides a “cohering center of shared significance” (Wheatley, 

1998, para. 29) and “people’s great creativity and diversity, our desire for contribution and 

relationships, blossom when the heart of our community is clear and beckoning” (para. 29). 
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Appendix A: Inquiry Team Member Letter of Agreement 

In partial fulfillment of the requirement for a Master of Arts in Leadership Degree at Royal 

Roads University, Rose Campbell (the Student) will be conducting an inquiry study at Southern 

Alberta Institute of Technology, to explore: how might an inclusive learning community co-

create guidelines to support teaching and learning excellence within the Business Administration 

Diploma program, in the School of Business at the Southern Alberta Institute of Technology. The 

Student’s credentials with Royal Roads University can be established by calling Dr. Catherine 

Etmanski, Director, School of Leadership, at [telephone number] or email [email address]. 

Inquiry Team Member Role Description 

As a volunteer Inquiry Team Member assisting the Student with this project, your role may 

include one or more of the following: providing advice on the relevance and wording of 

questions and letters of invitation, supporting the logistics of the data-gathering methods, 

including observing, assisting, or facilitating an interview or focus group, taking notes, 

transcribing, reviewing analysis of data, and/or reviewing associated knowledge products to 

assist the Student and the School of Business’s change process. In the course of this activity, you 

may be privy to confidential inquiry data. 

Confidentiality of Inquiry Data 

In compliance with the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Policy, under which this inquiry 

project is being conducted, all personal identifiers and any other confidential information 

generated or accessed by the inquiry team advisor will only be used in the performance of the 

functions of this project, and must not be disclosed to anyone other than persons authorized to 

receive it, both during the inquiry period and beyond it. Recorded information in all formats is 

covered by this agreement. Personal identifiers include participant names, contact information, 

personally identifying turns of phrase or comments, and any other personally identifying 

information. 

Bridging Student’s Potential or Actual Ethical Conflict 

In situations where potential participants in a work setting report directly to the Student, you, as a 

neutral third party with no supervisory relationship with either the Student or potential 

participants, may be asked to work closely with the Student to bridge this potential or actual 

conflict of interest in this study. Such requests may include asking the Inquiry Team Advisor to: 

send out the letter of invitation to potential participants, receive letters/emails of interest in 

participation from potential participants, independently make a selection of received participant 

requests based on criteria you and the Student will have worked out previously, formalize the 

logistics for the data-gathering method, including contacting the participants about the time and 

location of the interview or focus group, conduct the interviews (usually 3-5 maximum) or focus 

group (usually no more than one) with the selected participants (without the Student’s presence 

or knowledge of which participants were chosen) using the protocol and questions worked out 

previously with the Student, and producing written transcripts of the interviews or focus groups 

with all personal identifiers removed before the transcripts are brought back to the Student for 

the data analysis phase of the study. 
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This strategy means that potential participants with a direct reporting relationship will be assured 

they can confidentially turn down the participation request from their supervisor (the Student), as 

this process conceals from the Student which potential participants chose not to participate or 

simply were not selected by you, the third party, because they were out of the selection criteria 

range (they might have been a participant request coming after the number of participants 

sought, for example, interview request number 6 when only 5 participants are sought, or focus 

group request number 10 when up to 9 participants would be selected for a focus group). Inquiry 

Team members asked to take on such 3rd party duties in this study will be under the direction of 

the Student and will be fully briefed by the Student as to how this process will work, including 

specific expectations, and the methods to be employed in conducting the elements of the inquiry 

with the Student’s direct reports, and will be given every support possible by the Student, except 

where such support would reveal the identities of the actual participants. 

Personal information will be collected, recorded, corrected, accessed, altered, used, disclosed, 

retained, secured and destroyed as directed by the Student, under direction of the Royal Roads 

Academic Supervisor. 

Inquiry Team Members who are uncertain whether any information they may wish to share about 

the project they are working on is personal or confidential will verify this with Rose Campbell, 

the Student. 

Statement of Informed Consent: 

I have read and understand this agreement. 

 

________________________ _________________________ _____________ 

Name (Please Print)   Signature    Date 
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Appendix B: Research Information Letter 

Exploring an inclusive learning community and the impact on teaching and learning, within a 

post-secondary diploma program at the Southern Alberta Institute of Technology. 

My name is Rose Campbell and this research project is part of the requirement for a Masters in 

Leadership degree at Royal Roads University. My credentials with Royal Roads University can 

be established by contacting Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Director, School of Leadership Studies: 

[email address] or [telephone number]. This research project has been approved by the RRU 

Research Ethics Board. If you have any questions regarding your rights as a research participant, 

please contact the Office of Research Ethics at [email address]. 

Purpose of the study and sponsoring organization 

The purpose of my research is to explore how an inclusive learning community of students, 

instructors, and administrators might collaborate to develop a set of guidelines and concepts to 

enable consistent, engaging, positive student and instructor experiences within the Business 

Administration Diploma program. 

This research is undertaken in partnership with the School of Business in the Southern Alberta 

Institute of Technology (SAIT) to explore: how might an inclusive learning community co-create 

guidelines to support teaching and learning excellence, in the Business Administration Diploma 

program, at the Southern Alberta Institute of Technology. In addition, there are five sub 

questions this research will address: 1) What do students, instructors and administrators identify 

as highly engaged and meaningful teaching and learning experiences in the program? 2) What 

mental models do students, instructors and administrators hold in relation to excellence in 

teaching and learning? 3) What does an ideal student experience include? 4) What does an ideal 

teaching experience include? 5) How might these descriptions of an ideal teaching and learning 

experience be codified, structured into a set of useful, implementable guidelines, and 

implemented? 

Your participation and how information will be collected 

Research activities include: 1) completion of a survey to share initial thoughts on program 

strengths and to determine interest in further participation in the research through a focus group 

2) participation in an online student focus group or an instructor focus group 3) participation 

from administrators, in individual interviews, to share program strengths and impact on student 

and instructor experiences 4) students, instructors and administrators are invited to participate in 

The World Café online forum where information gathered in the initial stages will be 

disseminated and shared recommendations developed. 

Including key stakeholder voices is essential to understanding program strengths, teaching and 

learning values we want reflected in our program, and identifying how we might ensure quality, 

engaging student and instructor experiences across the program. 

Benefits and risks to participation 

An inclusive learning community invites voices that might not otherwise be included in the 

conversation. By participating in this study you have an opportunity to be heard and included in 
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a process that could support the co-creation of teaching and learning guidelines and concepts at 

the program level, and could be a pilot project for our school that might provide a roadmap for 

other programs. Maintaining consistently high quality, inclusive student experiences means a 

direct positive impact on retention and enrolment numbers going forward, and increased program 

completion rates. These are critical KPIs for our program, school, and institution and are 

predicted to directly impact future provincial government funding levels. This research also 

poses opportunities for increased engagement and instructional support that could inspire faculty 

toward more innovative approaches to engaging students within a shared program framework. 

There is minimal risk identified in participating in this research. Any power dynamic that may be 

experienced as part of participating in this research, either real or perceived, that impacts your 

free or confidential participation in the research is described in the two sections that follow, 

relating to conflict of interest and confidentiality of data. 

Inquiry Team 

Volunteer Inquiry Team Members may be asked to assist with this project. Their role may 

include one or more of the following: send out the letter of invitation to potential participants, 

receive letters/emails of interest in participation from potential participants, independently make 

a selection of received participant requests based on criteria determined previously, supporting 

the logistics of the data-gathering methods, including observing, assisting, or facilitating an 

interview or focus group, taking notes, transcribing, reviewing analysis of data, and/or reviewing 

associated knowledge products to assist the researcher and the School of Business’s change 

process. Due to the confidential nature of this role, any inquiry team members participating in 

the research will be required to sign a letter of agreement, acknowledging their understanding 

and consent to following ethical conduct relating to confidentiality and privacy requirements of 

the research. 

Volunteer Inquiry team members may be recruited to participate from the Center for Academic 

Development and Innovation (CADI), Business Intelligence and Analytics (BI&A), Business 

Advising, or the School of Business staff areas relating to data gathering and analytics, and 

Scholarly Teaching and Learning practices. 

Real or Perceived Conflict of Interest and Power Over 

In my role as Academic Chair in the Business Administration Diploma program in the School of 

Business at SAIT, there may be a perceived obligation to participate in the study that impacts 

perceptions of free and confidential participation in the research. 

To mitigate this, and comply with ethical guidelines, I will enlist a third-party volunteer from my 

inquiry team, with no power over participants, to send email invitations to participate in the 

survey, and focus group. The focus groups will be facilitated by a third party member of my 

inquiry team. Third party members of my inquiry team will sign Letters of Agreement adhering 

to confidentiality. 

The use of this third party will ensure participants are reassured that I will not know who 

participated in the research, and who did not, or who might have withdrawn their participation at 

any time during the research. Participants will be informed of this in the letter of invitation and 
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letter of informed consent, accompanying the survey and focus group stages, where I have 

perceived or actual power over participation in the research. 

Interviews with peers and senior leadership within the School of Business, where there are no 

real or perceived power over issues, will be conducted by me. 

In my conducting The World Café, participation from diverse groups may create multiple layers 

of power issues. This will be addressed by using this forum for the dissemination of research 

data. Participants will already have had an opportunity to engage in peer groups with no power 

over issues, to present data in the process. The World Café will invite participation in further 

recommendations, with no power over dynamics. I disclose this information here so that you can 

make a fully informed decision on whether or not to participate in this study. 

Confidentiality, security of data, and retention period 

I will work to protect your privacy throughout this study. The email invitation to participate in 

the online survey and focus group will be sent by a third party member of the inquiry team, who 

will also collect requests from participants to be included in or to withdraw from the study at any 

point. 

All survey responses are anonymous. Transcriptions of all video and/or audio recordings from 

online student and instructor focus groups will be downloaded and reviewed by a third party 

member of the inquiry team. They will collect the data, and ensure confidentiality and anonymity 

of the information before it is shared with me. In the case of sessions facilitated by a third party I 

will not view the video recordings or audio recordings. The third party conducting the online 

focus group will ensure the recordings do not stream, and will save the link to the recording to 

their own password protected computer. Once the accuracy of the transcripts are verified by a 

third party, the video and audio will be deleted. 

In the case of The World Café recording of data, all audio and video recordings will be 

transcribed and anonymized before the data is shared. All information collected as part of this 

research, in the form of video and/or audio recordings will be maintained on a password 

protected computer, until such time as the information has been transcribed, anonymized, and 

summarized in anonymous format, in the body of the final report. At this time, the original 

recordings will be destroyed. 

At no time will any specific comments be attributed to any individual unless specific agreement 

has been obtained beforehand. All documentation will be kept strictly confidential. No 

information will be retained pertaining to an identifiable individual who has withdrawn at any 

time. Due to the nature of the focus group and The World Café online forums, it is not possible 

to keep identities of the participants anonymous from the facilitator of the session or of the other 

participants. Participants will be asked to respect the confidential nature of the research by not 

sharing names or identifying comments outside of the group. Any inquiry team members 

participating in the research will be required to sign a letter of agreement, acknowledging their 

understanding and consent to following ethical conduct relating to confidentiality and privacy 

requirements of the research. 

An electronic survey platform that stores data on a Canadian server will be the preferred method 

of delivery. If for some reason this is not possible and a tool like SurveyMonkey is used, which 
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processes and stores data on a United States server, participants will be made aware, through a 

statement on the survey consent form, that its governments, courts, or law enforcement and 

regulatory agencies may be able to obtain disclosure of the data through the laws of the United 

States. 

Sharing results 

In addition to submitting my final report to Royal Roads University in partial fulfillment for a 

Master of Arts in Leadership Studies degree, I will also be sharing my research findings with the 

School of Business at SAIT for purposes which may include journal articles, or conference 

presentations. My research report will be disseminated within SAIT, and research participants 

will be made aware of how to access a copy of the final report. 

Procedure for withdrawing from the study 

Participants are free to withdraw from any portion of the research study at any time. If 

participants request their contributions to be withdrawn from the study they should be aware: 

• All data collected from the survey is anonymous and once submitted there are no 

identifiers that would enable the information to be removed from the study. 

• All focus groups, individual interviews and The World Café forum will be recorded 

within MS Teams or Zoom, which captures both audio and video. 

• All recordings will be transcribed by a third party with no connection to the School of 

Business. Anonymous data will then be presented to me for further analysis. 

• If participation is withdrawn after all recordings have been transcribed, and identifiers 

removed, it may not be possible to identify individuals’ comments in order to exclude 

them. 

You are not required to participate in this research project. By replying directly to the e-mail 

request for participation, you indicate that you have read and understand the information above 

and give your free and informed consent to participate in this project. 

Please keep a copy of this information letter for your records. 
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Appendix C: Survey and Focus Group Email Invitation to Students 

You are invited to participate! 

Your name was chosen as a prospective participant because you are currently a student within 

the Business Administration Diploma program. 

I am contacting you on behalf of Rose Campbell, Academic Chair, School of Business, and 

would like to invite you to be part of a research project that she is conducting. This project is part 

of the requirement for her Master’s Degree in Leadership, at Royal Roads University. Janet 

Segato, Dean, School of Business has approved this project and I have been given permission to 

contact potential participants, on Rose’s behalf, for this purpose. 

The purpose of her research is to explore: how might an inclusive learning community co-

create guidelines to support teaching and learning excellence within the Business 

Administration Diploma Program. 

Including student and instructor voices is essential to understanding program strengths, 

teaching and learning values we want reflected in our program, and identifying how we 

might ensure consistent, quality, engaged student and instructor experiences across the 

program. 

The attached Research Information Letter contains further information about the study conduct 

and will enable you to make a fully informed decision on whether or not you wish to participate. 

You are not required to participate in this research project. If you do choose to participate, you 

are free to withdraw at any time without prejudice. 

I will hold your decision whether or not to participate in confidence and neither the researcher 

Rose Campbell, nor the organizational partner, Janet Segato, will know who has participated, 

who has not participated, and who has withdrawn. 

Survey 

This survey is open from Monday March 15 – Monday March 29. 

This phase of the research project will consist of an online survey and is estimated to take 

approximately 3 minutes to complete. 

This survey, hosted on the US online survey tool, SurveyMonkey, and information you submit 

may be subject to seizure by the US government under the US Patriot Act. Although the 

likelihood of this occurring is small, participants need to be aware of this information. 

Completion of this survey will constitute your informed consent to participate and have your 

anonymous responses included in the research project. Click here to complete the survey now: 

(survey link) 
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Focus Group 

This phase of the research project offers an opportunity to participate in a student focus group 

exploring the topic of teaching and learning excellence within the Business Administration 

Diploma program. 

Student Focus Group: Register by Monday March 22. 

Thursday March 25, 4:00-5:00pm Online. 

An invitation with a link to join the meeting will follow, to registered participants. 

Facilitator: Session facilitator will be an individual from outside of the School of Business. 

Register for the session: If you would like to register to participate in this focus group, please 

contact me directly by Monday March 22, at (third party email). You will need to sign and return 

the attached Focus Group Consent Form to reserve your spot. 

Please feel free to contact me at any time should you have additional questions regarding the 

project and its outcomes. 

Sincerely, 

[Third party closing signature] 
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Appendix D: Online Survey Preamble 

My name is Rose Campbell and this research project, to examine: how might an inclusive 

learning community co-create guidelines to support teaching and learning excellence in the 

Business Administration Diploma program, at the Southern Alberta Institute of Technology, is 

part of the requirement for a Masters in Leadership degree at Royal Roads University. The 

research includes this survey and is estimated to take approximately 3 minutes to complete 

depending on the level of feedback you provide. 

“This survey, hosted on the US online survey tool, SurveyMonkey, and information you submit 

may be subject to seizure by the US government under the US Patriot Act. Although the 

likelihood of this occurring is small, participants need to be aware of this risk.” 

The information you provide will be summarized, in anonymous format, in the body of the final 

report. At no time will any specific comments be attributed to any individual. All data received 

will be kept confidential. 

Your completion of this survey will constitute your informed consent. 

o I confirm that I have read the Information Letter that provides details of the research 

(please click to proceed to the online survey) 
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Appendix E: Student Survey Questions 

Teaching Excellence Student Survey 

Number of students surveyed: 428 (email distribution lists for semesters 2,3, and 4 excludes 

students that are off-track) 

Number of responses: 65 

Response rate: 15% 

1. How many semesters of the Business Administration Diploma program have you attended? 

N=65 

▪ One N=9 

▪ Two N=56 

▪ Three N=0 

▪ Four N=0 

2. What is the highest level of education you had prior to enrolling in this diploma program? 

N=65 

▪ High School N= 39 

▪ Post-secondary certificate N= 5 

▪ Post-secondary diploma N=2 

▪ Undergraduate degree N=6 

▪ Graduate degree N= 13 

3. Do you anticipate graduating within two years from the start of your program? N=65 

▪ Yes or N= 54 

▪ No N= 11 

▪ If no, can you share why? 

4. Which course delivery modes have you experienced so far, in the Business Administration 

Diploma program? Select all that apply. N= 65 

▪ A course that was delivered completely face to face in a classroom on campus. N=2 

▪ A course that used only virtual online classrooms twice a week. N=40 

▪ A course that used only independent online learning (video recordings, tutorials, 

independent or group work outside of a virtual classroom) twice a week. N=13 

▪ A course that used both virtual classrooms and independent online learning in a 

blended delivery format. N=40 

5. What stands out for you, as a program strength? You may select multiple options. N=65 

▪ Application of theory to real world situations N=60 
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▪ Relevancy of the course content N=60 

▪ Connection to instructors N=43 

▪ Connection to other students N=43 

▪ Quality of the instructors in the program N=39 

▪ Feeling included and part of a community N=39 

▪ Industry and extra-curricular program events N=45 

6. Which of the following words describing an instructor, are most meaningful to you, as 

indicators of teaching excellence? You may select multiple options. N=65 

▪ Engaging N=51 

▪ Inspiring N=41 

▪ Knowledgeable N=56 

▪ Organized N=52 

▪ Compassionate N=19 

▪ Inclusive N=34 

▪ Challenging N=32 

▪ Innovative N=35 

▪ Respectful N=50 

▪ High expectations N=27 

▪ Other (is there one word you would add to this list) 

7. How satisfied are you with the level of teaching excellence you’ve experienced as a student 

in the Business Administration program? N=65 

▪ Very satisfied N=10 

▪ Satisfied N= 41 

▪ Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied N=11 

▪ Dissatisfied N= 3 

▪ Very dissatisfied N=0 

▪ Please share any other information you would like us to know 
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Appendix F: Survey and Focus Group Email Invitation to Instructors 

Dear School of Business instructor, 

I am contacting you on behalf of Rose Campbell, and would like to invite you to be part of a 

research project that she is conducting. This project is part of the requirement for her Master’s 

Degree in Leadership, at Royal Roads University. This project has been approved by Janet 

Segato, Dean, School of Business at SAIT and we have been given permission to contact 

potential participants, on Rose’s behalf, for this purpose. 

The purpose of her research is to explore: how might an inclusive learning community co-create 

guidelines to support teaching and learning excellence within the Business Administration 

Diploma Program? Including student and instructor voices is essential to understanding program 

strengths, teaching and learning values we want reflected in our program, and identifying how 

we might ensure consistent, quality, engaged student and instructor experiences across the 

program. 

Some important sub questions addressed as part of this inquiry include: 1) What do students, 

instructors and administrators identify as highly engaged and meaningful teaching and learning 

experiences in the program? 2) What mental models do students, instructors and administrators 

hold in relation to excellence in teaching and learning? 3) What does an ideal student experience 

include? 4) What does an ideal teaching experience include? 5) How might these descriptions of 

an ideal teaching and learning experience be codified, structured into a set of useful, 

implementable guidelines, and implemented? 

Your name was chosen as a prospective participant because you are currently instructing within 

the Business Administration Diploma program. 

The attached document contains further information about the study conduct and will enable you 

to make a fully informed decision on whether or not you wish to participate. Please review this 

information before responding. 

You are not required to participate in this research project. If you do choose to participate, you 

are free to withdraw at any time without prejudice. 

I will hold your decision whether or not to participate in confidence and the researcher Rose 

Campbell and Janet Segato will not know who has participated, who has not participated, and 

who has withdrawn. 

A message from Rose: I realize that due to our collegial relationship, you may feel compelled to 

participate in this research project. Please be aware that you are not required to participate 

and, should you choose to participate, your participation would be entirely voluntary. If you do 

choose to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time, without prejudice. If you do not wish 

to participate, simply do not reply to this request. Your decision to decline participation will not 

be known to me, given that this is coordinated through a third-party member of my inquiry team. 

Your choice will not affect our relationship or your employment status in any way. 
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Survey 

The survey is open from Monday March 22 – Monday April 5. 

This phase of the research project will consist of an online survey and is estimated to take 

approximately 3 minutes to complete. 

This survey, hosted on the US online survey tool, SurveyMonkey, and information you submit 

may be subject to seizure by the US government under the US Patriot Act. Although the 

likelihood of this occurring is small, participants need to be aware of this information. 

Completion of this survey will constitute your informed consent to participate and have your 

anonymous responses included in the research project. Click here to complete the survey now: 

[survey link] 

Focus Group 

This phase of the research project offers an opportunity to participate in an instructor focus group 

exploring the topic of teaching and learning excellence within the Business Administration 

Diploma program. 

Instructor Focus Group: Register by Monday April 5. 

Thursday April 8, 4:00-5:00 pm Online. 

An invitation with a link to join the meeting will follow, to registered participants. 

Facilitator: Session facilitator will be an individual from outside of the School of Business. 

Register for the session: If you would like to register to participate in this focus group, please 

contact me directly by Monday April 5, at (third party email). You will need to sign and return 

the attached Focus Group Consent Form to reserve your spot. 

Please feel free to contact me at any time should you have additional questions regarding the 

project and its outcomes. 

Sincerely, 

[Third party closing signature] 
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Appendix G: Instructor Survey Questions 

Teaching Excellence Instructor Survey 

Number of instructors surveyed: 72 

Number of responses: 15 

Response rate: 21% 

1. How long have you been teaching at SAIT? N=15 

▪ 0-2 years, N=4 

▪ 3-5 years, N= 6 

▪ 6-9 years, N= 2 

▪ 10 years or more N=3 

2. How long have you been teaching in the Business Administration Diploma Program? N=15 

▪ 0-2 years, N=5 

▪ 3-5 years, N=6 

▪ 6-9 years, N=2 

▪ 10 years or more N=2 

3. Which methods of course delivery do you have experience instructing in the Business 

Administration Diploma program? Select all that apply. N=15 

▪ A course that was delivered face to face in a classroom on campus. N=15 

▪ A synchronous course with virtual class times twice a week. N=12 

▪ An asynchronous course with no weekly virtual class times. N=5 

▪ An online blended course that used a combination of both synchronous and 

asynchronous delivery modes. N=8 

▪ Other (please specify) 

4. What stands out for you, as a program strength? You may select multiple options. N=15 

▪ Application of theory to real world situations N=14 

▪ Relevancy of the course content N=10 

▪ Students’ connection to instructors N=14 

▪ Students’ connection to other students N=9 

▪ Quality of the instructors in the program N=8 

▪ Students feeling included and part of a community N=9 

▪ Industry and extra-curricular program events N=10 

▪ Other (please specify) 

5. Which of the following words describing an instructor, are most meaningful to you, as 

indicators of teaching excellence? You may select multiple options. N=15 
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▪ Engaging N=15 

▪ Inspiring N=10 

▪ Knowledgeable N=13 

▪ Organized N=8 

▪ Compassionate N=7  

▪ Inclusive N=10 

▪ Challenging N=10 

▪ Innovative N=7  

▪ Respectful N=11 

▪ High expectations N= 6 

▪ Other (is there one word you would add to this list) 

6. How much would you agree with the statement: I am proud of the level of teaching 

excellence I provide my students. N=15 

▪ Strongly agree N=8 

▪ Agree N=7 

▪ Neither agree nor disagree N=0 

▪ Disagree N=0 

▪ Strongly disagree N=0 

▪ Other (Any additional information you want to share?) 

7. How much would you agree with the statement: I am proud of the level of teaching 

excellence I see across the Business Administration Diploma program. N=14 

▪ Strongly agree N=5 

▪ Agree N=5 

▪ Neither agree nor disagree N=2 

▪ Disagree N=2 

▪ Strongly disagree N=0 

▪ Other (Any additional information you want to share?) 
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Appendix H: Focus Group Consent Form 

By signing this form, you agree that you are over the age of 19 and have read the information 

letter for this study. Your signature states that you are giving your voluntary and informed 

consent to participate in this project and have data I contribute used in the final report and any 

other knowledge outputs (articles, conference presentations, newsletters, etc.). You are also 

consenting to the use of recording during the MS Teams or ZOOM discussion, which will 

include audio and video recording, and extends to discussion in any breakout rooms. 

I consent to quotations and excerpts expressed by me during the online focus group including 

any breakout group discussion, conducted online, to be included in this study provided that my 

identity is not disclosed. 

I consent to the material I have contributed to and/or generated through my participation in the 

online focus group conducted through MS Teams or ZOOM, be used in this study. 

I commit to respect the confidential nature of the online focus group forum by not sharing 

identifying information about the other participants. 

 

Name: (Please Print): __________________________________________________ 

 

Signed: _____________________________________________________________ 

 

Date: ______________________________________________ 
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Appendix I: Student Focus Group Questions 

1. Could you share a story of a memorable time when you were successful as a learner? 

What happened? What was the class and the content of the class? What did the instructor 

do? How do you know you were successful? What made it memorable? 

2. Could you share a story about a time when you learned something that was important to 

you? What was the context for your learning and how did you know you had actually 

learned something? 

3. What is important to you in creating inclusive learning at SAIT? 

4. What recommendations do you have for creating inclusive learning communities for 

students within the program? 

5. Is there anything else on this topic that you would like to say that we have not asked? 
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Appendix J: Instructor Focus Group Questions 

1. Could you share a story of a memorable time when you felt successful as an instructor? 

What happened? What was the class and the content of the class? What did the learner(s) 

do? How do you know you were successful? What made it memorable? 

2. Could you share a story about a time when you learned something that was important to 

you? What was the context for your learning and how did you know you had actually 

learned something? 

3. What is important to you in creating inclusive learning at SAIT? 

4. What recommendations do you have for creating inclusive learning communities for 

students within the program? 

5. What suggestions do you have for how you would like to see this learning and teaching 

model being used within the program? 

6. Is there anything else on this topic that you would like to say that we have not asked? 
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Appendix K: Email Invitation to Interview 

Dear Prospective Participant, 

I would like to invite you to be part of a research project that I am conducting. This project is 

part of the requirement for my Master’s Degree in Leadership, at Royal Roads University. This 

project has been approved by Janet Segato, Dean School of Business at SAIT and I have been 

given permission to contact potential participants for this purpose. 

The purpose of my research is to explore: how might an inclusive learning community co-create 

guidelines to support teaching and learning excellence within the Business Administration 

Diploma Program? Including key stakeholder voices is essential to understanding program 

strengths, teaching and learning values we want reflected in our program, and identifying how 

we might ensure consistent, quality, engaged student and instructor experiences across the 

program. 

Some important sub questions addressed as part of this inquiry include: 1) What do students, 

instructors and administrators identify as highly engaged and meaningful teaching and learning 

experiences in the program? 2) What mental models do students, instructors and administrators 

hold in relation to excellence in teaching and learning? 3) What does an ideal student experience 

include? 4) What does an ideal teaching experience include? 5) How might these descriptions of 

an ideal teaching and learning experience be codified, structured into a set of useful, 

implementable guidelines, and implemented? 

Your name was chosen as a prospective participant because you are an administrator within the 

School of Business. In this phase of my research project I will be conducting individual 

interviews with my fellow Academic Chairs within the school, in addition to other members of 

the leadership and administrative team. 

The attached document contains further information about the study conduct and will enable you 

to make a fully informed decision on whether or not you wish to participate. Please review this 

information before responding. 

You are not required to participate in this research project. If you do choose to participate, you 

are free to withdraw at any time during the interview without prejudice. 

I will hold your decision whether or not to participate in confidence. If you do not wish to 

participate, simply do not reply to this request. 

Please feel free to contact me at any time should you have additional questions regarding the 

project and its outcomes. 

Sincerely, 

Rose Campbell 
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Appendix L: Interview Consent Form 

By signing this form, you agree that you are over the age of 19 and have read the information 

letter for this study. Your signature states that you are giving your voluntary and informed 

consent to participate in this project and have data I contribute used in the final report and any 

other knowledge outputs (articles, conference presentations, newsletters, etc.). You are 

consenting to the recording of the online interview, conducted through MS Teams, which 

includes audio and video recording. 

I consent to quotations and excerpts expressed by me during the online interview, conducted 

through MS Teams, to be included in this study provided that my identity is not disclosed. 

 

Name: (Please Print): __________________________________________________ 

Signed: _____________________________________________________________ 

Date: ______________________________________________ 
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Appendix M: Interview Questions 

Individual interviews conducted by Rose Campbell, with peer administrators and senior 

leadership. 

1. Could you share a story of a memorable time when you experienced success as an 

instructor or a learner? What happened? What was the context for the learning or teaching? 

How do you know this was successful? What made it memorable? 

2. Could you share a story about a time when you learned something that was important to 

you and that helped shape your professional direction? What was the context for your 

learning and how did you know you had actually learned something? 

3. What are the key values that are important to you in the learning process? 

4. What does SAIT do to promote those values and resources to help encourage learning? 

5. What is important to you in creating inclusive learning at SAIT? What would you like to 

see implemented? 

6. What recommendations do you have for creating inclusive learning communities for 

students within the program? Focus on the larger picture here. 

7. What suggestions do you have for how you would like to see this learning and teaching 

model being used within the program? 

8. Is there anything else on the topic that you would like to say I have not asked you? 
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Appendix N: Email Invitation to the World Café 

Dear Prospective Participant, 

I would like to invite you to be part of a research project that I am conducting. This project is 

part of the requirement for my Master’s Degree in Leadership, at Royal Roads University. This 

project has been approved by Janet Segato, Dean School of Business at SAIT and I have been 

given permission to contact potential participants for this purpose. 

The purpose of my research is to explore: how might an inclusive learning community co-create 

guidelines to support teaching and learning excellence within the Business Administration 

Diploma Program? Including key stakeholder voices is essential to understanding program 

strengths, teaching and learning values we want reflected in our program, and identifying how 

we might ensure consistent, quality, engaged student and instructor experiences across the 

program. 

Some important sub questions addressed as part of this inquiry include: 1) What do students, 

instructors and administrators identify as highly engaged and meaningful teaching and learning 

experiences in the program? 2) What mental models do students, instructors and administrators 

hold in relation to excellence in teaching and learning? 3) What does an ideal student experience 

include? 4) What does an ideal teaching experience include? 5) How might these descriptions of 

an ideal teaching and learning experience be codified, structured into a set of useful, 

implementable guidelines, and implemented? 

Your name was chosen as a prospective participant because you may have participated in earlier 

aspects of the study and indicated a desire to be part of this next step of the research, or you are 

currently a student, instructor or administrator within the Business Administration Diploma 

program. 

This phase of my research project will consist of a World Café online forum and is estimated to 

last approximately two hours. In this phase of the research, data collected during the previous 

stages will be disseminated, and all participants in this forum will have an opportunity to provide 

additional input into recommendations. 

The attached document contains further information about the study conduct and will enable you 

to make a fully informed decision on whether or not you wish to participate. Please review this 

information before responding. 

You are not required to participate in this research project. If you do choose to participate, you 

are free to withdraw at any time during the World Café without prejudice. 

I will hold your decision whether or not to participate in confidence. If you do not wish to 

participate, simply do not reply to this request. 

Please feel free to contact me at any time should you have additional questions regarding the 

project and its outcomes. 

Sincerely, 

Rose Campbell 



IMPACTS OF AN INCLUSIVE LEARNING COMMUNITY  149 

Appendix O: The World Café Research Consent Form 

By signing this form, you agree that you are over the age of 19 and have read the information 

letter for this study. Your signature states that you are giving your voluntary and informed 

consent to participate in this project and have data I contribute used in the final report and any 

other knowledge outputs (articles, conference presentations, newsletters, etc.). You are also 

consenting to the use of recording during this online forum, conducted through MS Teams which 

will include audio and video recording, and extends to discussion in any breakout rooms. 

I consent to quotations and excerpts expressed by me during the online World Café forum 

including any breakout group discussion conducted through MS Teams, to be included in this 

study provided that my identity is not disclosed. 

I consent to the material I have contributed to and/or generated through my participation in the 

online World Café forum, conducted through MS Teams or ZOOM, be used in this study. 

I commit to respect the confidential nature of the online World Café forum by not sharing 

identifying information about the other participants. 

Name: (Please Print): __________________________________________________ 

Signed: _____________________________________________________________ 

Date: ______________________________________________ 
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Appendix P: The World Café Questions 

Students, instructors, administrators, leadership team members: 

Round 1: In pairs (8-10 min per person X 2 = 20 min) 

1. “Could you share your story of a memorable time when you were successful as [a learner 

or an instructor]? What happened? What was the class and the content of the class? What 

did the [students/Instructor] do? What did you do to encourage the students? Or How did 

you take initiative as a student? How do you know the learning events described in this 

story were successful? 

Round 2: (Findings from the survey and interviews are presented here, with respect to what are 

student and faculty expectations and hopes for the program) in groups of 4-6 students or (in 

parallel) groups of 4-6 faculty instructors (20 min): 

2. What are the key values that are important to you in the learning process as a 

[student/faculty member]? 

3. What does SAIT do to promote those values and resources to help encourage learning? 

4. What important elements need to be part of a learning & Teaching (pedagogical) Model 

for the program? 

5. What does inclusive learning & teaching look like in the Program? 

Round 3: (present the draft recommendations) in mixed groups of 4-6 (25 min.) 

6. Which of the recommendations should be the priority for our program? 

7. Are there any recommendations that we have missed? 

8. What other recommendations do you have for creating inclusive learning communities 

for students within the program? How do the UDL Guidelines fit into this pedagogical 

model? (How should we be implementing the UDL Guidelines in the program?) 

9. Who needs to do what to implement these recommendations? 

10. What other considerations need to be included in an effective Pedagogical model for the 

School and how should these be implemented? 

Harvest Round (plenary) (15-30 minutes) 

1. What is critical to include in the design of a pedagogical model for the Program/SAIT? 

2. What are the core values the pedagogical model needs to integrate? 

3. What are the special things that need to be clear? 

4. Who needs to take what leadership to ensure the pedagogical model can be used to create 

inclusive frames for everyone?. 
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