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Abstract

There is a global trend toward improving programs and student experiences 
in higher education through curriculum review and mapping of degree pro-
grams. This paper describes an action research approach to program im-
provement for a course-based MEd degree. The driver for continual program 
improvement came from actions and recommendations that arose from an 
institutionally mandated, year-long, faculty led curriculum review of profes-
sional graduate programs in education. Study findings reveal instructors’ per-
ceptions about how they enacted the recommendations for program improve-
ment, including (1) developing a visual conceptualization of the program; (2) 
improved connections between the courses; (3) articulation of coherence in 
goals and expectations for students and instructors; (4) an increased focus 
on action research; (5) increased ethics support and scaffolding for students; 
and (6) the fostering of communities of practice. Study findings highlight 
strengths of the current program and course designs, action items, and re-
search needed for continual program improvement. 
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Résumé

Il existe une tendance mondiale à améliorer les programmes d’études 
supérieures ainsi que l’expérience des étudiants par la révision et 
l’articulation des programmes. Nous décrivons une approche recherche-
action pour améliorer un programme de cours de maîtrise en éducation. 
Une révision des programmes d’éducation au niveau supérieur imposée par 
l’institution et menée par des membres de la faculté a engendré des actions 
et recommandations vers l’amélioration des programmes. Les résultats 
montrent les perceptions des chargés de cours en ce qui concerne la manière 
dont ils ont réalisé ces recommandations. Parmi celles-ci, (1) développer une 
conceptualisation visuelle du programme; (2) améliorer les connexions entre 
les cours; (3) clarifier les buts et les attentes des étudiants et professeurs; (4) 
élargir le focus sur la recherche-action; (5) offrir aux étudiants l’échafaudage 
et plus de soutien pour l’éthique; et (6) encourager des communautés de 
pratique. Les résultats de l’étude soulignent les forces du programme actuel 
et des configurations de cours, et des suggestions pour action et recherche qui 
seraient nécessaires pour continuer à améliorer le programme.

Introduction

Universities are recognized as centres for research and knowledge mobilization, in-
novation, and discovery. In the past two decades, we have seen an increased focus on 
the quality of student experience and the quality of teaching. Research from Canada, the 
United States, the United Kingdom, and Australia points to an increased emphasis on 
quality teaching and learning, and a trend toward curriculum review, reform, and quality 
assurance initiatives in higher education focused on the student experience (Dyjur & Lock, 
2016; McNay, 2009; Oliver, Ferns, Whelan, & Lilly, 2010; Oliver & Hyun, 2011; Spencer, 
Riddle, & Knewstubb, 2012; Uchiyama & Radin, 2009; Wooltorton et al., 2015). Common 
challenges addressed through curriculum review and program renewal in graduate edu-
cation include low student satisfaction, attrition rates, time to completion, fragmentation 
of programs and courses, narrowly defined specializations, disconnection from profes-
sional practice, and inaccessible and inflexible timetables for students who work full time 
(Willis, Inman, & Valente, 2010). In this paper, the authors describe the broader context 
of curriculum review that informed the Werklund School of Education (WSE), University 
of Calgary’s (2015b) curriculum review process, and provide details about a specific series 
of cohort-based research courses in a Master of Education program that is the focus for 
this action research. The authors describe how the iterative process of action research on 
our own practices unfolded and informed the core findings from the research. The paper 
concludes with the difficulties and limitations of an action research approach to enacting 
change post-curriculum review as we point to further research and reflections that leave 
the research necessarily in medias res.  

Global Context of University Curriculum Review Processes

Oliver et al. (2010) describe how a university-wide curriculum renewal and mapping ini-
tiative at Curtin University, Australia, focused on measuring the quality of higher education, 
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with a specific focus on graduate attributes. The curriculum mapping and comprehensive 
course review process served to improve the quality of teaching and led to significant im-
provements in student satisfaction. Changes to programs at Curtin University included im-
proved staff engagement and student learning. The mapping process moved course design 
beyond individualistic instructor perspectives to a more student-centred view of learning. 

McNay (2009) posits that curriculum mapping—generating a graphical portrayal of 
the relationships between course and program goals and expected student outcomes—is 
an essential process for curriculum review. Uchiyama and Radin (2009) found that cur-
riculum mapping at an American college of education allowed for curricular changes that, 
in turn, enhanced student engagement and collaboration among faculty in teacher educa-
tion. Curriculum review and mapping, thus, have been demonstrated as effective design 
strategies for the enhancement of curriculum redesign and student engagement (McNay, 
2009; Oliver & Hyun, 2011; Spencer et al., 2012). In findings from a qualitative study of 
a university-wide curriculum review process and mapping framework for data collection, 
Dyjur and Lock (2016) emphasize that such reviews must focus on enhancing the student 
learning experience and addressing quality assurance. They identify key data sources for 
curriculum review, such as student data, surveys, interviews, focus groups, stakeholder 
feedback, and curriculum mapping. Three strategies are described for engaging curric-
ulum mapping online: (1) templates using standard tools, (2) online survey tools, and 
(3) specialized curriculum mapping software. Importantly, Dyjur and Lock (2016) argue 
that curriculum review must be evidence-based, and a process that delineates both the 
strengths of a program, as well as the quality of the student learning experiences. Cur-
riculum mapping carried out at La Trobe University in Australia (Spencer et al., 2012) 
provided a starting point for faculty to engage in ongoing curriculum development; action 
items and recommendations provided an agenda for curriculum changes carried out over 
three years within the faculties of law and management. Similarly, the WSE’s review of 
professional graduate programs yielded curriculum, administrative, education develop-
ment, and programmatic action items and recommendations to guide continuous im-
provement and design over five years.

The University of Calgary’s “Academic Quality Assurance Handbook: Curriculum Re-
views” (2015a) is used as a “framework for quality improvement through a focus on set-
ting goals, measuring performance, and periodically re-evaluating the core mission at 
multiple levels of the University academic enterprise” (p. 2). The institutional purpose 
for a campus-wide curriculum review process was to document the quality of curriculum 
through an “academic staff-led critical examination of each undergraduate and course-
based master’s program for the purpose of optimizing the learning outcomes of that pro-
gram…[and to] generate an action plan for improving the program” (p. 2). Key emphases 
in this quality assurance process were (1) collaborative curriculum review and mapping 
processes focused on continual improvements in program quality, and (2) enhancement 
of the student experience.

Context of the Study

During the 2014–15 instructional year, the WSE enacted a year-long, faculty-led cur-
riculum review and mapping process for all course-based professional graduate programs. 
The WSE offers professional graduate programs in both educational research and educa-
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tional psychology that provide students with the opportunity, and multiple pathways, to 
earn a Doctor of Education (dissertation-based), a course-based Master of Education or 
Master of Counselling degree. Programs are offered in eight specialized areas of study: (1) 
curriculum and learning, (2) adult learning, (3) leadership, (4) learning sciences, (5) lan-
guage and literacy, (6) school and applied child psychology, (7) counselling psychology, 
and (8) interdisciplinary studies. Professional graduate programs have been intentionally 
designed as cohort-based learning experiences for students that emphasize practitioner 
led, field-based research to inform changes and innovations in professional practice in 
education and in psychology. 

The curriculum review and mapping process built upon established approaches to ac-
tion research, collaborative design, reflective practice, and teaching in the faculty (Brown, 
Eaton, Jacobsen, Roy, & Friesen, 2013; Brown, Dressler, Eaton, & Jacobsen, 2015), that 
were cultivated through a major program redesign and faculty reorganization in 2010–11. 
Along with other education faculties in Canada, WSE has been engaged in the ongoing re-
design of graduate programs to reflect the practical wisdom, signature structures, and sig-
nature pedagogies of the discipline (Shulman, 2005, 2007) in order to best engage students 
in meaningful scholarship that advances knowledge in professional practice (Willis et al., 
2010). The curriculum review (CR) process was undertaken as a formative component of 
the overall quality strategy for four master’s degree programs (i.e., Master of Counselling, 
Master of Education School and Applied Child Psychology, Master of Education Specialist, 
and Master of Education Interdisciplinary). The courses and program sequences in each of 
these programs have been designed to provide a demanding, coherent, and high-level aca-
demic experience to educate students as leaders of professional practice. The CR focused 
on continued development of curriculum in 22 topical study areas to enhance student ex-
perience across specializations. Through the CR process, faculty gathered multiple forms 
of data to examine individual courses, as well as the integration of the courses to form 
comprehensive programs of study in each of the degrees. A curriculum mapping process 
gauged the extent to which individual courses aligned to national graduate competencies 
(Council of Ministers of Education Canada, 2007) and to local program goals. From the 
data analysis, recommendations and an action plan were developed to guide ongoing im-
provements in the four master’s programs (University of Calgary, 2015b). 

The university-mandated CR process identified strengths of the current graduate pro-
grams and course designs, as well as gaps. This action research study focused on education-
al development and program improvements for the Master of Education Interdisciplinary 
(MEd Interdisciplinary) degree pathway, with a specific focus on the action items that re-
sulted from the curriculum review and mapping process for the four research courses. The 
MEd Interdisciplinary is a course-based degree route that provides students with a critical 
awareness of current problems or new insights, at the forefront of academic disciplines, 
fields of study, or areas of professional practice. Students complete 12 courses over three 
steps: Step 1: Students complete four, three-credit courses in a specialized topic and earn 
a Graduate Certificate; Step 2: Students complete four, three-credit courses in a different 
topic and earn a second credential, a Graduate Diploma; Step 3: In the third step, called 
the Research Step, students complete four, three-credit courses in educational research 
that have been designed to ensure learners develop research depth through a focus on 
learning about research, doing research, and writing research (see Figures 1 and 2). 
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Figure 1. A Descriptive Model Showing How the WSE Teaches Educational Research 
across Four Required Research Courses

Figure 2. Four Course Sequence of the Required Research Courses in the Master of Edu-
cation Interdisciplinary Program 

The present action research was carried out by the academic coordinator of the Re-
search Step, who is also the associate dean, in collaboration with several instructional 
team members. In our overlapping roles as academic coordinator, instructors, and co-
researchers, we engaged in a collaborative practice of collegial review and revision of the 
four educational research courses to ensure a coherent program sequence and experience 
for students in response to the action items and recommendations from the CR. Similar to 
Uchiyama and Radin’s (2009) findings from curriculum review, a welcome benefit of the 
curriculum mapping and review process—and subsequent work planning, implementing, 
and studying several changes—was strong collegiality and collaboration in our research 
team. Our individual instructional approaches and reflections on course-based teaching 
and administrative experiences were shared through face-to-face and online teaching/
research team meetings. Regular meetings allowed us to discuss and debate how national 
standards for graduate education (Council of Ministers of Education, 2007), educational 
research methodologies and methods, and instructional practices should be reflected in 
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each of the four research courses in the final Research Step of the MEd Interdisciplin-
ary degree. Instructors who were involved in the original curriculum review contributed 
insights to the action plan based on their experiences teaching multiple sections of the 
research courses, and also their reflections on practice and program coherence. 

Methodology

Building upon an established approach to collaborative instructional teaching and de-
sign teams in the WSE, throughout the CR process, program changes to the Research Step 
were enacted in a fluid and non-linear process. Indeed, changes are still ongoing as this 
research team continues to reflect, collaborate, and study the changes from our perspec-
tives as instructors and academic coordinator. In research on the inclusion of sustain-
ability as a central curriculum principle at one university, Wooltorton et al. (2015) found 
that action research could be applied to curriculum development to provide visions and 
mediations for organizational change. Likewise, in the present study, the research team 
engaged in a process of action research with a goal of simultaneously acknowledging and 
disentangling some of the complexities of programmatic change in higher education. A 
key ethical principle of action research is to ensure that “all relevant persons, commit-
tees, and authorities have been consulted, and that the principles guiding the work are 
accepted prior to commencing the research” (MacDonald, 2012, p. 45). This principle was 
achieved through the curriculum review process—which included input from administra-
tive, instructional, student, and staff stakeholders—as well as within the study presented 
here, which includes administrative and instructional team members who collaboratively 
teach and support students in the Master of Education program, and who are also en-
gaged in an ongoing program of action research together (Brown, Eaton, Jacobsen, Roy, 
&Eaton, 2013; Brown, Eaton, Dressler, & Jacobsen, 2015).

The framework for action research informing our study includes (1) planning; (2) ob-
serving and acting; (3) systems thinking, enacted through critical reflection; and (4) en-
gaging in continuous iterations of this process (Kemmis, McTaggart, & Nixon, 2014; Mac-
Donald, 2012; McNiff, 2013, 2014; Parsons, Hewson, Adrian, & Day, 2013; Wooltorton et 
al., 2015). The researchers enacted and report on an iterative process of action research 
that occurred over a 12-month period. The process included both formal and informal 
team meetings to engage in a process of group reflection, as well as individual reflection, 
action, and documentation. 

Data 

In the following section, we describe each of the data sources informing this action re-
search, from regular team meetings, teaching journals, communications, administrative 
documentation, and narrative reflections.

Team Meetings. Notes, emails, and minutes were maintained from collaborative 
team meetings each term. To optimize the teaching and research team’s time, and limit 
the need to travel, the three or four meetings per term were conducted in person, online, 
or mixed with some participants attending in person and others joining via digital confer-
ence methods. 

Teaching Journals. Each researcher-instructor maintained a teaching journal with 
analytic memos (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014) that captured key moments about 
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student successes, challenges, and common questions about the learning tasks. The jour-
nals provide a chronological record of the progression of changes that occurred during the 
redesign process. 

 Communications. All communications were maintained between the academic co-
ordinator and instructors. The record of electronic mail flowing among the team mem-
bers also provided a chronological record of key messages that were communicated and 
debated among the group. 

Administrative Documentation. The academic coordinator gathered all the ad-
ministrative documentation related to the curriculum review and administrative process-
es used for managing the program and resources (e.g., processes for developing stackable 
degrees, arranging class cohorts, supporting instructors, scheduling, tracking progress, 
communications, and so on). 

Narrative Reflections. Each researcher individually developed narratives describ-
ing personal experiences with instruction and with program changes that were shared 
for group analysis. Researchers developed personal narratives by reflecting on their own 
teaching journals, notes, communications, calendars, and documents. The team meet-
ing notes, communications, and shared administrative documents, such as the curricu-
lum review documentation, also informed personal narratives, excerpts from which are 
quoted below.

Analysis

The analysis of the data included (1) coding for themes (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 
2014); (2) researcher cross-checks for trustworthiness and relevance; (3) visual repre-
sentation of data in matrices; and (4) overlaying of the themes from the data with action 
items from the original CR action plan. 

Coding for Themes. In order to begin data analysis, the research team assembled 
all sources of data. Once the data were assembled and organized, and the research team 
agreed that the narrative reflections were complete, two members of the research team 
coded the data for themes related to the research problem of enacting desired program 
changes in response to curriculum review. The two researchers reviewed the narrative 
reflections and individually identified emerging and reoccurring themes. 

Researcher Cross-Check. Themes from the initial coding process were cross-
checked and discussed by the two members of the research team in order to triangulate 
similar readings and interpretations of the various forms of data; to establish trustwor-
thiness and relevance of themes in the context of the CR; and to synthesize and collapse 
the analysis into key themes. Five key themes emerged that were carried forward in the 
analysis: (1) program understanding, (2) program commitment, (3) student challenges, 
(4) design team challenges, and (5) community of practice. 

Visual Representation of Data in Matrices. Once the five key themes were iden-
tified and all the narrative reflections were coded, the data were reassembled in two phas-
es. In the first phase, matrices were created that listed the themes and excerpts from the 
narrative reflections.

Overlaying of Themes from Data with Curriculum Review Action Plan. The 
second phase of reassembling the data involved examining themes emerging from the 
narrative reflections in relation to the action items from the original CR action plan. This 
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approach to synthesis allowed for a further refining of core themes and the identification 
of an emerging theme or area for improvement that was not previously amplified in the 
original CR action plan. Table 1 illustrates the results of the second phase of data reas-
sembly that resulted in an alignment of key themes to the CR action plan.  

Table 1. 
Alignment of Analytical Themes to Curriculum Review Action Plan

Analytical Themes Description Needs Emerging from  
Curriculum Review Action Plan

Program Understanding Fostering a better understand-
ing of the broader program

Program conceptualization 
needed

Program Commitment Evidence of commitment to im-
proved continuity and cohesive-
ness in the program

Course connections needed

Coherence in goals and expecta-
tions needed

Student Challenges Identifying key student  
challenges in the program

Ethics support and scaffolding 
needed

Design Team Challenges Identifying challenges in design-
ing research-oriented learning 
experiences

Greater methodological focus on 
action research needed

Community of Practice Focus toward improved teach-
ing in a community of practice 
(e.g., presence, signature peda-
gogies, formative assessment 
strategies, etc.)

Analytical Themes and Program Improvements

As depicted in Table 1, through the CR and mapping of the overall program discussed 
in previous sections, the five analytical themes informed and were informed by the follow-
ing six program improvements: (1) visual conceptualization of the program, (2) improved 
connections between the courses, (3) development of coherence in goals and expecta-
tions, (4) increased focused on action research, (5) increased ethics support and scaf-
folding, and (6) fostering communities of practice. In this section, while we disaggregate 
the themes across the program improvements, it ought to be noted that each of the six 
program improvements overlaps with, and informs, the other key areas. 

1. Visual Conceptualization for Program. In alignment with an action item from 
the curriculum review about program coherence, the research team found that one of 
the most pronounced themes that emerged from the data was the experience and felt 
importance of the instructors developing a clear image of how the four research courses 
in the Research Step were interconnected and built upon each other (see Figure 1), and 
to communicate these connections with students. One instructor reflected, “I confidently 
discussed the course outline, answered the questions the students had and briefly out-
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lined the series of courses they would be taking.” This reflection from a newer instruc-
tor on the team suggests that the team’s collaboration was invaluable for instructors to 
develop confidence and ability in communicating to students the planned trajectory of 
the research process through the coursework sequence. Figure 1 graphically depicts the 
research team’s visualization of the four courses and how these interconnect. Coming to a 
visualization that represented each of our understandings regarding the interconnections 
and flow took many debates and conversations. 

2. Course Connections. Building upon the clear visualization developed for the 
courses, the research team reworked the course outlines to improve communication 
about the connections between them, and also refined each course further as each was 
taught. One team member reflected, “With intention we chart out the unfolding of the 
courses and how they link together early on in the [first] course.” In the planning and 
reorganizing of the course outlines, the team ensured that each course prepared for and 
built into the next course. In the course outline revision process, the team continually 
considered the course goals and design in relation to the interconnectivity throughout the 
program. For example, in the narratives, instructors reflected on how the team intention-
ally incorporated ethics conversations into the first course in preparation for the second 
course when students would possibly design research that required ethics approvals. The 
team was able to amplify the interconnections between courses by working simultane-
ously on one course outline while always looking ahead to what would be needed in the 
next course. This iterative design work required ongoing communication among the re-
search/teaching team and frequent check-ins to dialogue through the process and ground 
each other and instructional decisions in the broader context of the flow of courses. More 
experienced team members helped to frame the upcoming courses during collaborative 
teamwork and team meetings. 

3. Coherence in Goals and Expectations. It was noted in the narratives that an 
understanding of program coherence developed over time and with experience teaching 
in the program. There was value in repeat experiences for instructors and opportuni-
ties to teach during different stages of the program. One narrative, for example, noted, 
“Looking back at the research courses I taught helped me to get a sense about how these 
courses have become situated within the graduate program.” The research team found 
that communicating the coherence in goals and expectations is particularly important for 
new instructors in the program. In this cohort-based program, the academic coordinator 
took on the role of team leader in the research and redesign of the MEd program. The role 
of the team leader in instilling a sense of coherence within the team of instructors was 
critical in developing coherence in goals and expectations for students. The team leader’s 
experience with the collaborative process and support in providing a space for this struc-
ture for instructors was appreciated in particular by a newer member of the team: 

I am grateful that [team leader] organized this meeting and I will have the chance 
to connect with the other members of the…instructional team. I know, from previ-
ous discussions with team members that the course underwent some changes, yet 
I didn’t realize the extent of the changes made, nor how pivotal previous cohorts’ 
feedback was in the changes that were made this year.
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Another instructor commented on the way the meetings and collaborative work were 
designed: “All members of the redesign team have the opportunity to offer input and 
share their ideas. The de facto manner these teams operate is through participatory de-
cision making.” The instructors reflected on multiple communication methods (virtual 
meetings, email exchanges, shared documents and resources, face-to-face chats) used to 
share and elaborate upon program goals and expectations for the research courses both 
among the instructional team and as that seeped into the courses we were teaching: “With 
sharing this feedback in our scheduled team meetings we realized that this was also a 
shared moment of discussion with other sections, instructors and students.”

Communicating program coherence with students was also noted as important dur-
ing data analysis. For example, instructors discussed how live online synchronous ses-
sions were used to share expectations for student research and inquiry and to address 
any student misunderstandings. Another instructor discussed how making provisions for 
multiple modes of communication or entry points was important in developing a sense 
of shared expectations, communicating program coherence, and responding to student 
inquiries: “Many students [reached out to me] via phone call, virtual meet-ups, be it Face-
time, Skype, Adobe Connect, face-to-face, or Virtual Office…” Conversations with students 
were situated within a grand, shared conceptual framework of the program as a coherent 
graduate education and research experience. 

The research team found that there are benefits to having continuity of instructors 
within the cohort-based program for communicating program coherence and building re-
lationships with the students (e.g., one instructor for two or three of the research courses): 

From an instructor perspective, I felt as though I took on a supervisory role for a 
non-supervisory program…. I got to know the students in a way that allowed for 
personalized learning. By [the third or fourth course], I had a real sense of where a 
student could go in their writing.

The research team found that program coherence and continuity between courses goes 
beyond having common course outlines and communicating common program goals. For 
example, as part of the signature pedagogies in the program, several instructors noted, 
“Formative assessment seems to be a key part of the positive course experience. We also 
divide students into smaller groups, called studio groups to manage formative feedback 
strategies and keep online interactions manageable.” Instructors noted that formative as-
sessment practices were explicit in the course outlines, but that each instructor also incor-
porated their own approaches to providing feedback. As the program continues to evolve, 
courses will continue to undergo redesign and new members will join the collaborative 
instructional teams. Findings from this action research suggest that it will be important to 
continue emphasizing coherence and continuity in the program and to provide supports 
for instructors to share understandings of signature pedagogies and assessment practices 
across the student cohorts.

4. Increased Focus on Action Research. During team meetings, a regular item 
that was discussed for improvement was the need to increase student understanding of 
action research. One instructor noted, “Based on my experiences in teaching the Collabo-
ratory course, I have regularly received feedback from students including recommenda-
tions to increase experiences with action research.” To address this need, the instruction-
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al team revised the Collaboratory course outline to include readings on action research 
(Hendricks, 2016). However, this minor change seemed insufficient. The team recognized 
that learning intentions related to action research were needed in the earlier stages of 
the program. As such, the team revisited all four of the research courses to strengthen 
the methodological focus on action research in the learner outcomes and criteria for as-
sessment. One instructor reflected, “The redesigned course outline for the first course 
includes an emphasis on action research to provide scaffolding toward the Collabora-
tory [course].” From our collective perspective, it seems as though embedding a required 
textbook, readings, and formal discussions of action research in the first course of the 
Research Step has supported student learning in a methodological approach that they, as 
educators and school leaders, are drawn to the most. The research team plans to gather 
data from students to evaluate how the increased emphasis and enhanced discussion of 
action research in the four research courses impacts students’ understanding and enact-
ment of action research overall.

5. Ethics Applications. A program goal is for graduate practitioners to develop 
the ability to lead and study change and innovation in education. Related to that goal 
is providing Master of Education students the opportunity to obtain ethical approval to 
complete field-based research in schools and classrooms. Students can also carry out 
independent inquiries without collecting data from human participants as part of their 
capstone research project. In earlier cohorts, few students elected to apply for individual 
ethics approval to carry out field-based research; reasons include the time constraints 
involved in receiving approval from the university research ethics board and from school 
jurisdictions. One instructor reflected on earlier experience: “In a class of 27 students, I 
had four students choose the individual ethics approval option.” One CR action item was 
to increase student engagement in field-based research. During instructor team meetings, 
several strategies and scaffolds were discussed to improve course and instructional sup-
ports and to expand the timeline for students who were interested in pursuing field-based 
research requiring ethics approval. As a result, information about ethics applications was 
provided earlier in the program, first during orientation prior to the start of coursework, 
and then during the first research course. Students were supported in preparing ethics 
applications prior to the second course, the Collaboratory of Practice, to ensure suffi-
cient time for approvals from the university and from school jurisdictions. The academic 
coordinator worked with instructors to support the field-based research and ethics ap-
plication process with students particularly toward the end of course one. One instructor 
commented, “This amplification of the ethics process allowed for more space/time for 
students to get organized and apply for ethics.” 

Building upon the development of a more comprehensive picture of the program, 
instructors were able to better time course-based discussions of the ethics application 
process, and to provide earlier support for students who wanted to pursue field-based 
research. Embedding the TCPS 2: CORE tutorial (an ethics requirement for Canadian 
researchers) into the first course was helpful in preparing students for research ethics 
earlier in the program. Approximately one-third of the students in the Research Step (n = 
32) now apply for ethics approval to conduct field-based research. An ongoing challenge 
to address is how to provide ongoing support to students in opening and closing ethics ap-
plications. Presently, the academic coordinator holds that role; however, as the number 
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of students submitting ethics applications continues to increase, then the workload will 
become unsustainable for one faculty member. Ongoing development of strategies and 
structural supports for ethics applications, approvals, and documentation is needed.

6. Community of Practice as a Framework. Overall, working with the five key 
actions from the CR and with data collected for this action research, it is clear that a 
community of practice emerged both among the students in the courses and among the 
research/teaching team. Our culminating experience ties our story together; taking an 
action research approach to enacting items from curriculum review strengthened the pro-
gram and our community of practice. Our results show, through narrative reflections on 
our individual and collective practices and other sources of evidence (curriculum review, 
team meetings, communications, and documents), that we experienced the redesign as 
one that supported our own deep learning and development, both as action researchers 
and as educators. For future research, the research team intends to collect data from stu-
dents to analyze their perspectives and experiences in the program in order to understand 
the impact of the changes, the role of communities of practice (at both levels; students 
and instructors), and to further improve the MEd Interdisciplinary program and courses.

Discussion and Continuing the Action Research Cycle

In this discussion section, we share some of the entanglements that emerge in a process 
of action research and collaboration among post-secondary teaching and leadership teams. 
We worked collaboratively to share understandings, refine ideas for clarity, and support 
one another in understanding how the program unfolded with the changes that were made 
as a result of the CR. Throughout the action research and teaching process, there were 
several different ways we worked collaboratively to conceptualize, revise, and support the 
four required research courses in the MEd Interdisciplinary program (see Figure 2). We 
describe here three types of collaborative instructional teams that informed program con-
ceptualization, teaching and learning, and continual program improvement: (1) course re-
design teams—in these teams, we revised the course outlines together. The purpose of this 
collaboration was to revisit the articulation of course learning intentions, signature peda-
gogies, learning tasks, and assessments; (2) common course teams—in these teams, all 
members were assigned different sections of the same course and taught different cohorts 
of students during the same term. Meeting regularly throughout the term, common course 
teams supported each instructor in teaching the course, responding to student issues as 
they arose, and problem solving together; and (3) course pairing teams—in these teams, all 
members taught different courses with the same cohort of students during the same term. 
The purpose of this collaboration was to ensure that different courses were coordinated 
and offered students a manageable work timeline throughout the term. 

In the analysis of narrative reflections, it became evident that there were some chal-
lenges that arose as a result of working in collaborative design and teaching teams, such 
as time, idea negotiation, redesign progression, and balancing course pairings. 

Time

Collaborating with others to revise a course that fits within a prescribed program can 
be challenging for faculty members given the extra time commitment. An instructor re-
flection animates a unique challenge for part-time academic staff who choose to work 
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collaboratively: “For me, devoting time to redesign and meeting with instructor teams is 
the most challenging part. As a sessional instructor, the redesign work often occurs prior 
to the contracted term, so this may seem like voluntary work and can be time consuming 
during a time when instructors are preparing for their courses….”  Despite the time com-
mitment to meet with a collaborative team, the instructors all agreed they gained valuable 
insights and support from meeting regularly with colleagues to share ideas and resources 
prior to and during course-based teaching. For instance, new instructors reported ben-
efits from the time saved in finding resources and drawing upon other instructors’ peda-
gogical approaches, as one noted: 

Periodically, folks would share resources with the instructional team: key places 
for students to consider publishing; already published articles from students who 
have taken this series of courses in the past; and organizational tools. While we all 
worked from the same course outline, each of us approached our classes differently 
as far as I could tell.

Collaboratively sharing learning resources and pedagogical strategies was a valued ap-
proach for improving instruction and also resulted in deep learning for each instructor. 

Idea Negotiation

Another challenge in team collaboration is idea negotiation. Members of the collabor-
ative design teams have the advantage of spending countless hours discussing and nego-
tiating ideas and understanding the rationale for each redesign decision (Brown, Eaton, 
Jacobsen, Roy, &Eaton, 2013; Brown, Eaton, Dressler, & Jacobsen, 2015). There may not 
be full agreement when negotiating ideas about the learning intentions, signature peda-
gogies, learning tasks, and assessments; the diversity and range of stances may result in 
designing a course that is not fully accepted or enacted the same way by all instructors 
who teach the course. One instructor noted, 

In my experiences, I have contributed to debates about assessment practice in 
inquiry projects to determine when formative assessment should be used versus 
summative assessment. I believe we could improve on idea negotiation by tracking 
the parts of the redesign that were debated. It would be helpful to return to these 
items as follow-up discussions with the teams. 

One recommendation from this research is to find ways to document the redesign process 
and idea negotiation across semesters to ensure that issues get revisited regularly and 
discussed with subsequent design teams. 

Redesign Progression

The complexity of collaboration seems to increase as the redesign process continues 
year after year. For example, each year new instructors are added to the collaborative de-
sign teams who lack the prior experience and understanding about each design choice. 
Thus, it can be a challenge to fully transition new members. Enculturating a new instructor 
into an existing collaborative team requires time for sharing and discussion, and time to re-
examine designs and review the rationale for choices made. The researchers found that re-
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turning to those decisions and reflecting upon them with new instructors helped to ground 
the team’s understanding of decisions and to determine whether the design was still work-
ing for the present context and for meeting graduate student needs. Ongoing research with 
instructors who are new to the collaborative design and teaching process can shed light on 
their experience of this process. Finally, each instructor interpreted the course redesign 
process and enacted the course in their unique way. One instructor observed, 

As part of the redesign progression, I would argue it is valuable to bring together col-
leagues (experienced and inexperienced) that are teaching the same courses in order 
to negotiate ideas and deepen understanding about the learning intentions, learning 
tasks, and assessment strategies. This will not guarantee the courses will unfold in 
the same way; however, it will give all instructors the opportunity to engage in the 
collaborative process of understanding the rationale behind the design decisions.

Balancing Course Pairings

There can be challenges in collaborating with colleagues who are balancing workloads 
for two different courses taught during the same term to the same cohort. One instructor 
reflected on his or her experiences in coordinating course pairings: “This has improved 
dramatically over the past couple of years. A few years ago I would systematically find 
out from the students if they were taking two courses simultaneously and if the due dates 
for assignments occurred on the same day.” The CR pointed to the need to foster col-
laboration among instructors who are teaching two different courses to the same student 
cohort in a term, and a greater coherence and complementarity between courses has been 
the result. When instructors are not on an instructional team (due to teaching different 
courses) this can become even more challenging. Individual instructors may expect to 
teach her or his course as a stand-alone entity, even within a cohort-based, and coher-
ently designed MEd program. The role of academic coordinator is to actively seek out 
spaces for all instructors to connect and collaborate, such as was done with the instruc-
tional team assembled in this research, so that conversations about program and teaching 
can regularly occur in an extended community of practice. Thus, knowledge of students’ 
other program obligations (e.g., enrollment in multiple courses simultaneously) has been 
found to be helpful for instructors in designing and navigating course-based teaching. In 
addition, another instructor’s reflection suggested that “instructors feel restricted by the 
course design and are unsure about how much flexibility is permitted in making course 
changes. Making slight changes to the course timeline may not be sufficient to alleviate 
work overload.” This stated challenge suggests that more attention is needed to redesign-
ing course pairings. Despite the challenges, collaborative teamwork within a community 
of practice was found to be an effective strategy to develop a clear conceptualization of 
the MEd Interdisciplinary degree and enact program changes. Instructors collaboratively 
developed a clear conceptualization of how the four research courses fit together with pro-
gram outcomes from research design, to field based inquiry, to students writing the final 
research report. In summary, as instructors reflected on the benefits of collaboration to 
improve program conceptualization and design, they also noted several challenges (e.g., 
time, idea negotiation, redesign progression, and balancing course pairings). 



96Graduate Program Improvement Through Action Research /  
M. Jacobsen, S. E. Eaton, B. Brown, M. Simmons, M. McDermott

Conclusion

The findings from this action research emerged from enacting and studying program 
improvements in a Master of Education program and serve to provide direction for ongo-
ing research. The authors note that the six program improvements were key in cultivating 
a more coherent program for Master of Education students and can inform further study 
on improving programs and student experiences in higher education. This study adds 
to current literature on curriculum review and mapping, and highlights the value of an 
action research approach to collaborative design and enactment of actions for program 
improvement. Ongoing research is needed on how to support collaborative design and 
teaching teams to address challenges such as additional time for meetings, idea negotia-
tion, and redesign progression. 
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