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Howdy,

After 23 years in Telecom building LD, internet, and email platforms and networks, I observed that the
front line personnel that I was hiring didn’t have what I considered to be skills that they should be bringing
to the table. I began investigating why, and that led me to high school.

Alas, I began my journey in Education in 2010 inhabiting the classrooms of Lovejoy High School, where
my two daughters attended.

I redubbed my PreCalculus course as Problem-Solving with Brooks and was also afforded the opportunity
to lead an impactul Project Lead the Way (PLTW) Principles of Engineering (PoE) course, a project-based
learning survey of the engineering discipline.

Since the Summer of 2015 I have been privileged to work with the Texas A and M Sketch Recognition
Lab (TAMU SRL) to evaluate a couple of online tutorial tools (Intelligent Tutoring Systems (ITS)) cur-
rently under development, Mechanix and Sketchtivity, that provide immediate constructive feedback to
the students and student-level metrics to the instructors. I presented on this work at the state and national
PLTW Conventions and at CPTTE in 2016.

I also spent 5 semesters beginning the Fall of 2015 taking online courses learning how to construct and de-
liver online courses. This resulted in a MSEd from Purdue University in Learning Design and Technology
(LDT).

This widely varied background prepared me well for my next big adventure. Beginning in August 2018 I
became the Texas A and M Professor of Practice for the Texas A and M Engineering Academy at Blinn
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at Texas A and M where I met my wife, I led Bugle Rank #7 in the Fightin’ Texas Aggie Band (Class
of ’86 Whoop!), and dove into Telecom Engineering. Once in Telecom, my learning continued at MCI,
Vartec, and Charter.
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Abstract
While research institution publication is driven by tenure track faculty, there are instructional
innovations occurring in the first-year classrooms that should be published and shared with the
community.  Instructional faculty often explore new instructional approaches, yet instructors
with multiple classes exceeding 100 students or weekly in-class lecture and lab coverage
exceeding 25 hours have little time to reflect, research, and publish on their observations and
discoveries.  Recently, the extreme instructional demands from pandemic management have
heightened the awareness and impact of their contributions as many led the charge through
innovation and guidance into the immediate transition to the online environment. Coordination
with and recognition through the school’s Center For Teaching Excellence organization provided
the scholarship for teaching and learning (SoTL) grounding and framework.

In order for faculty to contribute to the SoTL and publish, they must overcome significant
barriers including better understanding of the SoTL landscape, creating support systems to
sustain them in a typically isolating writing endeavor, and training in meeting the unique
expectations of academic writing.  We describe several initiatives implemented at Texas A&M
University that specifically address these challenges including community building among
engineering education faculty, bringing in engineering education leaders to give seminars and
discuss the future of engineering education, and several smaller support groups of faculty
focused on either engineering education grant writing, designing and implementing innovative
teaching methods, or academic writing in general. Instructional and first-year faculty who have
participated in these initiatives have submitted and published significantly more than ever before.
We share data on the benefits of these initiatives and discuss future directions to support the
professional growth of instructional faculty in academia.

Introduction
In Fall 2020, Texas A&M University started several initiatives within its newly created
engineering education faculty group to encourage Academic Professional Track (APT)
(non-tenure track faculty) and Professors of Practice (PoP) (non-tenure track faculty bringing
industry experience to the classroom),  to write about their teaching and submit their papers for
publication.  This initiative includes a significant number of faculty teaching in the first year
engineering program and was largely driven by a new IEEI (Institute for Engineering Education



and Innovation) Director in coordination with the school’s Center for Teaching Excellence.
Pandemic-related teaching conditions created a growing interest among all faculty of the need
for implementing proven teaching techniques in their classrooms, and a movement to help peers
through sharing and publishing of findings and experiences.

One of the challenges faced by APT and PoP faculty, is their relative inexperience with sharing
practices and observations through the publication and conference network, a channel where
tenured faculty are experienced.  APT faculty have advanced degrees, and PoP faculty may or
may not have advanced degrees, however are required to have 15 or more years of professional
experience.  Both of these faculty tracks focus on teaching, with a secondary focus on either
research or service.  Although they are not eligible for tenure, they can earn multi-year contracts
in the same time frame it takes to earn tenure for a tenure track faculty.  The primary expectation
of a professor of practice instructional appointment is to incorporate their industry experience
into their lessons to provide a bridge between theoretical topics learned in the classroom to
application of these topics as a professional engineer.

The benefits of writing and publishing manifest in two key areas.  APT/PoP faculty must delve
into the area of scholarship of teaching and learning (SoTL) as they gather references and
explore opportunities related to their writing, thereby enhancing their instructional knowledge
and skills base that is subsequently applied in their classroom.  In addition, publication is seen as
an area of strength when constructing their promotion documentation.

As there is a noticeable difference in writing style and audience regarding industry publications
and academic venues, there is a need for some coaching to help PoPs transition their writing
skills to the academic space.  Writing groups providing a model for scholarly writing has been
effective for some faculty, however some may benefit from more structured training, such as
writing classes and other professional development venues.

Related Work
I. Communities of Practice
Learning to write and publish scholarly work on teaching is particularly challenging when
faculty do not have either experience in disciplinary research or in engineering education
research.  Even among faculty hired specifically for SoTL work, less than half have formal
training in SoTL [1].  A community of practice (CoP) empowers faculty to overcome these
hurdles by placing them in a social environment or community that supports situated learning
[2].  As faculty move from the periphery to the heart of a community, they increasingly identify
with that community [3] and undergo lasting transformation through personal experiences over
time [4].  When these experiences include critical inquiry and community dialogue, identity
transformation and learning take place [5–6].



Often faculty do not have a community where they can generate and discuss SoTL ideas, nor
anyone else in their department working in SoTL [1]. A CoP can provide this critical support
and network of scholars that SoTL requires [7].  A SoTL CoP can also facilitate regular peer
review of each others’ on-going work [8].

Successful CoPs have a transdisciplinary composition to naturally facilitate mentoring [9].
Within the CoP, more experienced faculty model best practices in SoTL and provide valuable
networking opportunities [10].  These CoPs can also focus on specific issues related to SoTL
professional development that more general CoPs cannot [11].  SoTL CoPs can also support
members in ways that result in measurable outputs such as peer-reviewed publications [12].

II. Writing Groups
Many faculty, both new or experienced, frequently voice challenges of consistently writing for
peer-reviewed publication as the pressure to produce is coupled with the typically solitary nature
of writing [13].  To combat this, writing groups are small collections of people that gather
frequently to support one another in their writing, either through accountability, peer-feedback,
or even collaborative writing sessions [14].  The group’s main purpose is to help each other meet
their individual writing goals.  Thus, goals should be concrete and voiced in the group and
members should be committed to the group and each other.

Writing group initiatives possess various benefits for faculty members that go beyond better
work-life balance and productivity to retention, promotion, and improved teaching as they
become better equipped to fulfill research obligations [15].  These groups emphasize empathy
and constructive peer-review [16] .  Faculty that participate in writing groups on average publish
almost twice as much as faculty that do not [17]. They are also more receptive to criticism from
journal editors and reviewers as they have had practice receiving feedback from their writing
group.

Methodology
I. Initiatives
The initiatives which provide a supportive environment for faculty include:

1) A weekly research fellows group of 9, primarily APT faculty, that focuses on how to get
engineering education research funding and conduct scholarly research,

2) A weekly teaching fellows group of 6, also primarily APT faculty, that looks at designing
and implementing innovative activities in their classroom,

3) A weekly meeting with the engineering education faculty as a whole where faculty share
what has been successful,

4) A distinguished seminar series by national engineering education leaders who spend time
mentoring the faculty in writing about their experiences and discussing the future of
engineering education, and



5) A morning writing group where faculty discuss what they are writing and dedicate time
for the actual writing, either by themselves or as a group.

II.  Participants
The supportive space may be populated with any mix of tenure track mentors, experienced
APT/PoP faculty with a history of publication success, and instructional experts with a strong
familiarity of literature development on various relevant topics.  The participants in these
initiatives were mainly APT and first-year faculty. Four of the participants joined Focus group
interviews to share their experiences in being part of the writing group.

III. Data Collection and Analysis
In order to determine the benefits of the initiatives and get a deeper understanding of the
participant experience, two focus groups were conducted. Focus group interviews examined the
following questions:

1) What were your interactions like with your peers in this writing group?
2) How has your writing evolved over the tenure of the weekly writing group?
3) What were some major challenges you faced when developing as a writer in this group?
4) What major outcomes from participating in these initiatives did you find were most

beneficial for you as a writer?
5) Do you plan on continuing professional development focused on writing for the purpose

of Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL)?
The focus group interview results of the four participants were collected. The qualitative data
was analyzed by an independent researcher to identify repetitive themes among the responses.
The responses were then reexamined to identify all occurrences of these themes.

Findings
Initially, participants in the writing groups were unfamiliar with each other.  However, during the
focus group interviews, they expressed that as they got to know each other, they began to mesh
well (Question 1).  This stemmed from time to chat with each other before writing sessions and
during writing breaks as well as sharing thoughts and ideas about the projects they were working
on or other things going on in their teaching.  They observed that the community extended
beyond writing support and this became “...a new group of best friends.”

When reflecting upon how their writing evolved over the course of the writing group (Question
2), participants named several areas where they saw improvement in their writing including a
clearer understanding of how to present ideas in proposals, pitch proposals in an impactful way
in an abstract, greater confidence in conducting a literature review to provide appropriate context
for their ideas, and a better grasp of the entire writing process from idea to abstract to draft to
published paper.  Some participants also worked on writing grants that were later recommended
for funding.



The participants in the focus group voiced various challenges based on their diverse backgrounds
(Question 3) Two members shared that though they were familiar with writing in industry,
writing in academia was challenging due to the purpose of writing being different.  Other
challenges mentioned include: being vulnerable and sharing thoughts and ideas with peers before
it was fully developed, lack of familiarity with literature, and setting aside time in the midst of
various other responsibilities.

Despite these challenges, the focus group noted major outcomes that they found to be the most
beneficial (Question 4).  Many of these centered on the theme of community such as getting to
meet experts in the field of writing, seeing how others tackle writing projects, the support of
having peers to accompany participants on the writing journey, and even collaboration on writing
projects.  They also saw that having a dedicated time and community improved their ability to
make progress in their writing, improve their refinement, and complete writing projects.  Since
these initiatives have been started, our APT and first-year faculty have submitted and published
significantly more than they did in previous years.

Going forward, all participants said that they plan on continuing professional development
focussed on writing for the purpose of SoTL (Question 5).  One participant already started
collaborating with another writing group, and another participant is interested in joining a
structured professional development group in scholarly writing.  Participants also mentioned
their interest in continuing to know more about the science of teaching and learning, and also in
reading and publishing engineering education related research papers.

Discussion
Faculty need support systems as they innovate and publish their contributions to SoTL.  The
initiatives were successful in creating a collaborative community in which faculty can share
ideas, refine their approach, and strengthen their writing skills so they can acquire funding and
publish their work.  Faculty observed significant professional growth in these areas as they
participated in these initiatives.  While the supportive environment produced tangible results in
terms of an increase in publication from APT faculty, other initiatives that can be considered
include, one-on-one mentoring and more structured training in scholarly writing such as taking
formal classes.
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