Facilitating social learning in a research supervisors’ community of practice to affect change
Introduction: Quality supervision of Higher Degree by Research (HDR) candidates plays a critical role in ensuring students’ successful completion of their studies, thereby contributing to the university’s research reputation. Effective supervisor professional learning is key to achieving these outcomes, yet is not always a strategic priority (Lee, 2018). Since 2009, the University of Southern Queensland (USQ) has responded this priority by implementing a research supervisors’ Community of Practice (CoP-RS). Ensuring the sustainability of a CoP depends largely on the social artistry and commitment of facilitators who guide the CoP and enable it to flourish (McDonald & Cater-Steele, 2017). This showcase reports on an investigation into the role and contribution of USQ’s CoP-RS facilitators to building supervisor capability.
Aims: This research sheds light on key aspects of the facilitation of social learning spaces, opportunities and outcomes for members of USQ’s CoP-RS and contributes to knowledge about effective social learning strategies for research supervisor professional learning and development in higher education.
Methods: Data from semi-structured interviews with four CoP-RS facilitators were transcribed and thematically coded using a grounded theory approach. Emerging themes were then mapped to components of Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner’s (2020) Value Creation Framework and correlated with data from focus groups with HDR supervisors and responses to a 2019 CoP-RS member feedback survey conducted as part of the larger education design research project. 
Results and Discussion: The data show that by drawing on the three elements of CoP theory (Wenger, 1998)—domain, community, and practice—the facilitators were able to use their social skills to create a congenial social learning space for participants to network, share and grow their practice as research supervisors, providing evidence of the significant enabling role that CoP-RS facilitators play in fostering social learning opportunities for members that make a difference.
