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Abstract 

This discussion paper revolves around efforts to develop and foster a culture of 

sharing teaching practice at an Irish University. In particular it focuses on the 

establishment of The Sipping Point - a relatively new professional learning space for 

staff at Dublin City University who are interested in sharing, discussing and learning 

from colleagues’ teaching practice. The Sipping Point takes the form of regular, 

somewhat informal lunchtime conversation sessions on a predetermined theme. 

Running since April 2017, this paper describes the thinking behind the initiative, the 

reception it has received thus far,  and some of the key feedback received from 

attendees to date. The paper may therefore be of interest to those considering the 

implementation of similar activities elsewhere. 
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1. Introduction and Motivation 
 

“One of the key things I learned and enjoyed was the whole informal way it 

brought the schools together and we learned from each other...That’s unusual 

because we don’t often, at university level, get the opportunity to mix like 

that.”  

Lecturer, School of Nursing & Human Sciences 

(Gormley, O’Keeffe & Bruce Ferguson, 2017), presented at EdTech 2017 

 

It can be difficult to forensically trace back to the original source of an idea but the 

above quote (from a former accredited course participant) was certainly one of the 

seeds for what ultimately became The Sipping Point. It all began with an academic 

developer, the author of this piece, wishing to introduce ‘something’ that would offer 

opportunities for lecturers to mix with their peers and learn from each other’s teaching 

experience.  Time after time staff participating on the accredited professional 

development modules remarked on how useful they found it to witness how 

colleagues from other disciplines taught. But powerful as these opportunities were, 

they seemed to be in short supply. In fact it became clear, through conversations and 

course evaluations, that opportunities to have conversations about teaching (eg share 

ideas, discuss approaches, or simply to vent) were scarce. This is not an uncommon 

issue elsewhere, it seems, and Gourlay (2011) questions the ‘myth’ that communities 

of practice automatically exist in academic departments in a form that facilitate ready 

sharing of practice.  

 

There appeared to be a potentially valuable opportunity to promote, encourage and 

facilitate ‘informal’ exchanges and conversations between staff. Thomson & 

Trigwell’s (2016) research suggests that informal conversations between colleagues 

can help academics draw on the knowledge and experience of others to learn more 

about teaching. It was also timely that a report from Ireland’s National Forum for the 

Enhancement of Teaching & Learning in Higher Education (2016, p.2) highlighted 

semi-structured “non-formal” activities as a valuable form of professional 

development for lecturers. A “non formal” collaborative approach could, it seemed to 
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this author, provide an opportunity to enable what Fielding et al. (2005) describe as 

the “extension and refinement of their existing repertoire of practices, through 

collaborative and affirming work with other teachers”. The literature reiterates that 

lecturers learn much from fellow lecturers and so an intervention to try to create space 

for regular dialogue around teaching practice appeared promising. 

 

2. Developing the Concept 
Therefore in March 2017 the author presented a proposal to senior management to 

introduce an initiative with the primary goal of enabling lecturers to share experiences 

and ideas about teaching. The Sipping Point was proposed as a new space for like-

minded people who might be inspired by an enthusiastic combination of collective 

sharing, collegiality and coffee. The title was deliberately chosen to have a playful, 

informal, and hopefully memorable feel, drawing on Malcom Gladwells’ (2006) The 

Tipping Point concept and Wenger’s (2011) writings on community of practice. The 

title was also chosen to mark this out as something a little different to other forms of 

professional learning – the goal was to create a sense that this could be a welcoming, 

safe space for staff to share amongst peers or simply an opportunity to learn 

something new, relevant, and useful within a short period of time.  

 

Feedback on the proposal was positive and constructive – the idea was accepted but it 

was strongly recommended that topics for the sessions should emerge from 

consultation with staff (rather than being suggested by the author, as originally 

envisaged). It was agreed that the typical format of each event would be a one-hour 

session led by 1-2 lecturers presenting on a predetermined aspect of their practice for 

approximately 10 minutes each. After that, the topic should be thrown open to the 

floor for general questioning and discussion. To help launch the concept, a short 

promotional video was created and it was included in an initial invitation advertising 

The Sipping Point  to all staff. Further information as to what happened next can be 

read in the following section. 

 

3. The Story So Far 
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Since April 2017 we have met regularly at different locations across DCU, with local 

events currently being hosted at DCU St Patrick’s and DCU Glasnevin campuses each 

month of the academic year. The events have been conducted in meeting rooms and 

classrooms and in one instance took the form of an outdoor campus walk. As the 

sessions take place at the consistent time of 1-2 pm, a light lunch is provided, with 

sandwiches and teas/coffees available throughout. The Sipping Point sessions 

typically take place during the last week of each month and prior to that an invitation 

is emailed to all DCU staff to introduce the theme and encourage staff to register. 

While the primary focus has been on face-to-face meetings, an online community was 

also set up to enable discussions in between sessions.  

To date reaction has been very positive and there have been 285 attendees over the 15 

months of The Sipping Point to date (as of November 11, 2018).  The topics discussed 

have been broad and practical, related to universal learning and teaching themes, and 

are not specific to particular disciplines. The following are some examples of the 

topics that emerged from consultations with staff: 

• Sustainable Approaches to Feedback (including peer review and audio 

feedback) 

• Innovative Assessment Approaches (including technology-enhanced 

techniques) 

• Making Group Work ‘Work’ 

• When Good Plans Go Bad: The importance of student buy-in 

• Translating Research into Teaching (and Vice Versa) 

• Monitoring Student Attendance 

• Encouraging Students to Read and Reflect 

• Assessment Methods Showcase (featuring quizzes, glossary, and discussion 

forum assessments) 

• Universal Design for Learning 

It may be interesting to note that the topics of Assessment, Feedback, Attendance, and 

Group Work attracted the largest numbers and stimulated the liveliest debate, 

suggesting they are perceived to be of most immediate relevance to academic staff.  

However, rather than focusing on the rather obvious metric of numbers, the remainder 
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of this paper will explore what staff seem to get out of The Sipping Point and why it 

might be worth developing further.  

During the informal developmental evaluation (Fleming, 2013) which was carried out 

in December 2017, staff attending that particular session were asked to describe their 

reasons for attending. The main reasons for attending are summarised below: 

• An opportunity to take time off the “teaching treadmill” to find out what 

others are doing, particularly in other disciplines 

• A chance for a ‘novice teacher’ to listen to and learn from others’ experiences 

and advice 

• A “reassurance” opportunity in hearing that others are grappling with the same 

problems in teaching 

• A chance to hear about practical (rather than purely theoretical) solutions to 

common issues 

• A chance to make connections with colleagues - The fact that it “forces people 

to be face to face” was described as a major benefit.  

Staff present were also asked for advice on how to attract attendees and speakers. It 

was suggested that more publicity would be helpful and it was recommended that the 

facilitator try to link in with faculty meetings to help spread the word. It was also 

strongly recommended that more advance notice about topics would be beneficial, 

and greater prominence should be given to the name of the opening presenter(s) in the 

advertisements/notifications about upcoming events. This has led to the development 

of a preview grid of upcoming sessions (giving 6-9 months advance notice) and the 

inclusion of short abstracts from all speakers. Feedback also suggested that catering 

should be extended beyond the Tea/Coffee/Biscuits originally provided so a light 

lunch is now made available to all attendees.  

 

4. Conclusions and Future Work 

So far the reaction to ‘The Sipping Point’ has been overwhelmingly positive and it has 

exceeded the author’s expectations. Of course it should be acknowledged that those 

attending this form of professional development are very much the teaching 

‘converted’ in a research-intensive university so it is perhaps not surprising that 
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feedback is so supportive. Based on the reaction thus far, however, it seems to be a 

worthwhile mode of professional learning which could be replicated elsewhere under 

the leadership of at least one enthusiastic facilitator. Having a dedicated space to 

discuss teaching challenges and solutions with peers seems to be valued by at least 

some academic staff. However it is also fair to say that further research and analysis is 

required to identify if participation in The Sipping Point  has led to changes in 

teaching practice and ultimately in the student learning experience. These questions 

will be the focus of future research.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



International Conference on Engaging Pedagogy (ICEP), Dublin City University, Dublin, Ireland, Dec. 14 & 15, 2018  
 

8 
 
 

References 

Fielding, M., Bragg, S., Craig, J., Cunningham, I., Eraut, M., Gillinson, S., & Thorp, 
J. (2005). Factors influencing the transfer of good practice. Available at: 
http://dera.ioe.ac.uk/21001/2/RB615.pdf (Accessed 17 January 2018). 
 
Fleming, R. (2013). ‘Developmental Evaluation and the ‘double loop’ – adding value 
to the evaluation of complex change’ in Macdonald, R. (ed) Supporting Educational 
Change SEDA Special 33.  
 
Gormley, C., O'Keeffe, M., and Bruce Ferguson, P. (2017) ‘A question of confidence? 
Exploring academics' experiences of digital capacity building through engagement in 
academic development modules at an Irish university’, Presentation at EdTech 
2017 TEL in an Age of Supercomplexity - Challenges, Opportunities and Strategies, 
Annual Conference of the Irish Learning Technology Association, Sligo, 1st & 
2ndJune.  
 
Gladwell, M. (2006). The Tipping Point: How little things can make a big difference. 
Little, Brown.  
 
Gourlay, L. (2011). New lecturers and the myth of ‘communities of practice’. Studies 
in Continuing Education, 33(1), 67-77. 
 
National Forum (2016). National Professional Development Framework for All Staff 
Who Teach in Higher Education. Available at: 
https://www.teachingandlearning.ie/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/PD-Framework-
FINAL-1.pdf (Accessed 8 February 2018). 
 
Thomson, K. E., & Trigwell, K. R. (2016). ‘The role of informal conversations in 
developing university teaching?’ Studies in Higher Education, 1-12. doi: 
10.1080/03075079.2016.1265498 
 
Wenger, E., (2011). Communities of practice: A brief introduction. Available at: 
https://scholarsbank.uoregon.edu/xmlui/handle/1794/11736. (Accessed 8 February 
2018). 
 
 


