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Navigating the Lows to Gain New Heights: Constraints to SoTL 
Engagement 
 

Abstract 
Novice Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) leaders making the transition from scholarly 
teaching to SoTL to SoTL Leadership face many challenges within higher education. Not only does 
traditional academic culture confine most academics to disciplinary silos, but promotion and tenure 
requirements encourage faculty members to conduct SoTL work “off the side of their desk,” if at all 
(Boyer, 1990; Dobbins, 2008; Webb, Wong, & Hubball, 2013). This paper shares some of the findings 
from a recent study that investigated what constrained educational leaders’ understanding of SoTL 
while enrolled in a SoTL Leadership program at a Canadian research-intensive university. The paper 
will also explore implications for the support and enrichment of educational leadership. 
 
Les leaders novices en Avancement des connaissances en enseignement et en apprentissage (ACEA) 
qui font la transition et passent de l’enseignement intellectuel à l’ACEA puis au leadership en ACEA 
font face à de nombreux défis dans l’enseignement supérieur. Non seulement la culture universitaire 
traditionnelle confine la plupart des professeurs dans des cloisonnements disciplinaires, mais les 
exigences de la promotion et de la permanence encouragent les professeurs à mener du travail d’ACEA 
« sur le coin de leur bureau », si même ils le font (Boyer, 1990; Dobbins, 2008; Webb, Wong & Hubball, 
2013). Cet article partage certains des résultats obtenus suite à une étude récente qui a enquêté sur ce 
qui limite la compréhension des questions touchant l’ACEA des leaders en éducation alors qu’ils sont 
inscrits dans un programme de leadership en ACEA dans une université canadienne centrée sur la 
recherche. L’article va également explorer les implications du soutien et de l’enrichissement du 
leadership éducationnel. 
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enseignement supérieur, formation professorale 
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The demands of a research-intensive university (RIU), with a traditional workload structure 
of 40% research, 40% teaching, 20% service, places the institutional needs in disciplinary 
scholarship and service over teaching and learning scholarship. Often, when studying for a career 
in academia, most graduate students are trained in the methodologies and discourses of their 
discipline. Additionally, there may no be formalized support for faculty members as they attempt 
to fulfill their teaching responsibilities. As such, there is an inherent mismatch between the 
responsibilities that most faculty members undertake on a daily basis and the training that they 
received as they earned their highest degree (Shulman, 2000). However, in the current milieu, 
RIUs are increasingly under scrutiny to provide exceptional teaching and learning policies and 
programs in order to demonstrate commitments to student learning, satisfy external accreditations, 
and move up in global rankings.  

Canadian RIUs recognize the need for visioning that demonstrates the increased 
importance of strategically supported, institution-level educational leadership and scholarship 
pertaining to that leadership, especially as these educational leaders are required to make high 
stakes, research-informed and evidence-based decisions around pedagogical, curricular, and policy 
initiatives and/or changes at RIUs across Canada and around the world. Unfortunately, 
administrators and faculty development professionals have struggled with how to encourage and 
prepare academic staff to do this type of scholarly work (Richlin & Cox, 2004; Webb, Wong, & 
Hubball, 2013). Many institutions lack internal and strategic Scholarship of Teaching and Learning 
(SoTL) and SoTL Leadership expertise and struggle with incentives to build capacity (Bortolini, 
2018).  

Interviews with educational leaders at Canadian RIUs revealed constraints to their 
involvement with SoTL and SoTL Leadership. These constraints included both intellectual content 
and institutional structures and policies. This research explores and analyzes these constraints in 
order to empirically inform the curriculum and pedagogy of SoTL and SoTL Leadership programs. 
The findings suggest means for enriching SoTL support and building capacity for SoTL 
Leadership initiatives within the Canadian RIU context. 

 
SoTL and the RIU Context 

 
Within the RIU context, there is a differentiation between scholarly approaches to teaching 

and learning, SoTL, and SoTL Leadership (Hubball, Clarke, Webb, & Johnson, 2015; Potter & 
Kustra, 2011). Figure 1 visualizes these differences within the higher education RIU context; not 
as a hierarchy, but as a division of priorities.  
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Figure 1. Strategic SoTL Leadership within the Higher Education Context. Reprinted from Hubball 
(2014) with permission. 
 

Individual scholarly approaches to teaching and learning encourages all educators to reflect 
on their pedagogical and curricular practice, identify questions and challenges, engage in inquiries, 
and seek out resources to inform and enhance their practice. Consistent with the ethos of research 
intensive universities, where all faculty are expected to draw upon best practices and reflective 
practice, scholarly approaches to teaching and learning include carefully planned and continuously 
examined curriculum and pedagogy, which relate directly to the subject taught or the curriculum 
under construction (Boyer, 1990). 

SoTL integrates research, teaching, and learning within peer reviewed higher education 
contexts (Glassick, Huber, & Maeroff, 1997; Hutchings, Huber, & Ciccone, 2011). With 
institutional supports (such as resources and/or a centre for teaching and learning), SoTL turns 
individual inquiry into literature-informed, rigorous scholarship (O’Brien, 2008). These projects 
are often undertaken by individuals within local contexts (Haigh, 2012) and support personal 
pedagogical or curricular interests. SoTL plays a key role in instructional support;  providing an 
empirical, evidence-based justification for pedagogical and curricular changes. 

SoTL Leadership supports the strategic needs of the institution. Through capacity building 
for institution-level educational leaders, SoTL Leadership drives research-informed, evidence-
based curricular and pedagogical leadership with particular attention to educational innovation, 
research design, and dissemination (Hubball et al., 2015). SoTL Leadership is often conducted by 
a small, specially trained group of educational leaders, hired to strategic positions, working on 
specifically supported intuitional initiatives. SoTL Leadership also supports the development and 
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evaluation of curricular and pedagogical changes, addresses key issues of strategic alignment, and 
supports the integration of educational leadership practice and scholarship for educational leaders. 
Situated within complex institutional and cultural contexts, SoTL Leadership provides a scholarly 
foundation for systemic approaches to enhance the impact and quality of teaching and learning.  

As demonstrated in Figure 1, SoTL Leadership is different from scholarly teaching or an 
independent, one-off SoTL project. SoTL Leadership builds upon the skills and processes of SoTL 
and the scholarship of educational practice through the integration of educational leadership and 
scholarship in higher education (Hubball et al., 2015). Many research focused faculty members 
may be interested in conducting SoTL research, but they may not be in positions that require them 
to make strategic institution level or discipline specific decisions. With the rise in teaching focused 
faculty positions, those faculty members are often tasked with this kind of work and are conducting 
SoTL Leadership initiatives. Institution-level or faculty-level educational leaders from diverse 
university contexts engage on strategic goals and initiatives to enhance teaching and learning 
across the institution. These positions are often supported through governance changes and funded 
at the institutional level. Key institutional support of SoTL Leadership programming seeks to align 
promotion, tenure, and merit criteria and differentiated work load allocations, for example.  
 
Strategic, Institutionally Supported SoTL and SoTL Leadership 
 

While the field of SoTL has coalesced around a set of key principles (Chick, 2014; Felten, 
2013; Huber & Hutchings, 2005, 2006; Hutchings et al., 2011), the incorporation of SoTL 
Leadership in research-intensive universities has been varied as SoTL practice is often shaped by 
disciplinary and local institutional contexts. A number of studies have identified major barriers to 
developing scholarship on teaching and learning in higher education. The perceived low status of 
teaching within the academy, lack of reward for exceptional teaching (Young, 2006), lack of 
legitimacy (Wuetherick, Yu, & Greer, 2016), and lack of integration of research and teaching 
(Dobbins, 2008) are seen as hindering new developments to enhance teaching and learning 
(Hockings, 2005). 

Poole (2010) suggested that the SoTL movement has made a number of important in roads 
in Canadian universities, but the institutional value of SoTL must be promoted and demonstrated. 
In the Canadian context, there are still many institutional barriers to change (Hubball & Pearson, 
2010; Webb, 2015) including entrenched systems of credit hours, scheduling, methods of teaching 
and assessment, departmental or disciplinary silos, administration systems, and reward systems 
that value disciplinary research over pedagogical or curricular leadership. 

Centres for teaching and learning can be instrumental in coordinating and facilitating this 
work with recognized institutional experts in educational scholarship and research methodology 
in higher education. SoTL advocacy, generally based in teaching and learning centres, typically 
provides support for individual inquiries. These localized SoTL programs generally include access 
to resources, knowledgeable professionals, and communities of practice, which increase the 
knowledge of research on teaching and learning in higher education. The programs are structured 
to support individuals or small groups as they develop inquiry projects and mobilize the teaching 
commons by connecting individuals, with similar interests, from across the campus. While the 
support from centre staff enable the start up, and these teaching and learning projects will provide 
educational benefit to students, they are often ad hoc with little strategic, institutional capacity 
building inherent in these programs (Hubball, Lamberson, & Kindler, 2012). 
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A faculty or departmental SoTL community of practice helps bring SoTL projects to 
fruition by bringing together old timers and newcomers; it offers modeling of SoTL practice, 
supports the facilitation of SoTL research, and enables SoTL networking. This community helps 
to address key methodological, epistemological, and ethical challenges within disciplinary 
contexts. However, many faculties or departments lack internal SoTL expertise and available time 
to effectively develop SoTL communities and evaluate curriculum and pedagogical practices 
(Hubball et al., 2012). Unfortunately, there is limited ongoing faculty engagement – with members 
coming and going as their interests or schedules permit (removed for peer review). 

And, while a personal obligation to teaching and to students is identified as the primary 
motivation for improving teaching and learning culture, this commitment may mean shifting 
priorities, as SoTL research is not always recognized as equivalent to traditional disciplinary 
scholarship in Canadian universities and beyond (Poole & Iqbal, 2011). Compounding the lack of 
recognition of educational leadership is the isolated nature of classroom investigations. Many 
scholarly teaching projects are often undertaken to address a personal or situationally specific issue 
(Haigh, 2012) and are therefore not seen as applicable outside of the specific locale. Even well 
supported initiatives do not resolve the tension between disciplinary and institutional values. 

Minimal to no attention is given to SoTL Leadership in many of the institutional initiatives 
or programs for faculty members (Webb, 2015). These educational leaders are recognized for their 
leadership and disciplinary expertise, yet are missing the theoretical grounding in leadership for 
the scholarship of teaching, learning, and curriculum practice in higher education (Hubball et al., 
2012). In the current context of increasing scrutiny of curricular practices and curriculum analytics, 
specifically designed programs to develop SoTL Leadership could offer strategically aligned, 
rigorous research on teaching and learning in higher education at an institutional level. This study 
addresses the gap in the literature on professional development for educational leaders. 

 
Research Context 

 
This research study explored the lived experience of educational leaders in a research-

intensive context as they engage in learning about SoTL and SoTL Leadership in the Canadian 
RIU Faculty SoTL Leadership Program in order to make recommendations about future 
professional development programs. Using data generated from the perspectives of educational 
leaders as they engage in learning SoTL, this work is a contribution to the approaches for 
educational leadership programs in research-intensive contexts. The SoTL Leadership Program is 
a learning-centered program for institution-level/faculty-level educational leaders. Begun in 1998, 
this annual program has evolved from an initial focus on SoTL to its current focus on SoTL 
Leadership. The participants, selected and nominated by their dean, are often already engaged in 
leadership initiatives that will strategically impact the quality of teaching, learning, and/or 
curriculum practices. The multidisciplinary cohort creates an environment in which participants 
are exposed to diverse disciplinary backgrounds and engage in SoTL Leadership inquiry through 
a portfolio-based program of study of their own educational leadership practices, ongoing critical 
reflection of the SoTL literature, and the development of a SoTL leadership project. The eight-
month program covers a range of educational leadership theories and concepts within SoTL 
(including SoTL research design and methodologies), with the expressed aim of helping 
participants to think critically about the SoTL literature and its implications for educational 
practice. Each participant is responsible for the creation of a portfolio that includes: an educational 
leadership dossier, four syntheses of the thematic readings, peer review of teaching documents, 
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and a SoTL Leadership project proposal as a capstone. The SoTL Leadership Program is locally 
situated within the university context and supports educational leaders as they move from 
personally relevant, individual-level SoTL practice to SoTL institution-level SoTL leadership 
inquiry in multinational contexts. 

 
Methodology and Methods 

 
Research Design 
 

The purpose of the study was not to solve problems in learning SoTL and SoTL Leadership, 
but to come to a better understanding of the intellectual and institutional barriers that faculty 
members faced when they were learning SoTL and SoTL Leadership. For this study, van Manen’s 
(1997) six step interpretive phenomenology research process was adopted as the primary 
methodology to explore the constraints to understanding and doing SoTL. This type of design 
enables researchers to engage in an iterative process of observing and describing participants’ 
experiences learning SoTL. 
 
Participant Recruitment 
 
 This research was approved by UBC’s Behavioural Research Ethics Board. Two groups of 
participants were recruited—members of the incoming cohort and past graduates of the SoTL 
Leadership Program—in order to develop a heterogeneous sample of individuals with a common 
experience. Generally, initial sampling criteria sought to include participants from a range of 
previous cohorts and faculty affiliations. This would represent the diversity and complexity of 
UBC’s SoTL Leadership Program participants, as well as a sample that could offer unique, in-
depth understanding of participants’ experiences. As a result, sample size was considered less 
important than the richness of the data collected (Creswell, 2013). 

Cohort. Of the eight faculties represented within the cohort, participants were members of 
six different faculties. Participant affiliations by faculty are presented in Table 1. Eleven of twenty-
three cohort members agreed to be part of the study at the beginning of the program, with two 
participants asking to join the study while it was in progress. Two participants withdrew from the 
program, did not complete a portfolio, and were not available for interviews, although they allowed 
their earlier data to remain in the study. 
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Table 1 
Participation Information for the UBC SoTL Leadership Program1 
Faculty # of Program 

Graduates 
% of Graduates of the 
Program by Faculty 

Representation in 
the Study Cohort 

% of the Cohort by 
Faculty 

# of Consenting 
Participants 

Applied Science 38 15.7 3 13 2 
Arts 26 10.7 1 4.3 0 
Commerce 14 5.7 - - - 
Dentistry 21 8.7 - - - 
Education 37 15.3 2 8.6 1 
Forestry 9 3.7 1 4.3 1 
Graduate Studies 
(GPS) 4 1.7 - - - 

Land & Food 
Systems (LFS) 3 1.2 1 4.3 1 

Law 5 2.1 - - - 
Medicine 51 21.1 10 43.5 5 
Pharmaceutical 
Sciences (Pharm) 20 8.3 2 8.6 0 

Science 14 5.8 3 13 3 
 
 

                                                 
1 Data was current at the time of the study. 
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Data collected consisted of participant observation of the eight institutional SoTL Leadership 
Program classroom sessions, two one-on-one semi-structured interviews with each participant, 
portfolio documents, and researcher journal entries. The troublesome SoTL knowledge was 
evidenced in the questions, concerns, and topics of discussion in the classroom sessions and in the 
interviews. Two interviews were conducted with each participant in order to explore their evolving 
understanding of SoTL. The portfolio documents provided personal context for participants’ goals 
and objectives, as well as highlighting their values, epistemologies, and ontologies. 

Past graduates. Past graduates2 of the program were contacted by email and invited to 
complete an online questionnaire. Thirty participants completed the online questionnaire, and 20 
agreed to take part in follow up interviews. There were two additional interviews conducted with 
past graduates who did not complete the questionnaire but were interested in taking part in the 
research study. Table 2 highlights the diversity of the questionnaire respondents by Faculty 
affiliation. 
 
Table 2  
Past Graduates of the UBC SoTL Leadership Program by Faculty 

Faculty Number of Participants 

Applied Sciences 3 

Arts 4 

Commerce 1 

Dentistry 2 

Education 8 

Forestry 0 

Graduate Studies (GPS) 0 

Land and Food Systems (LFS) 0 

Law 0 

Medicine 8 

Pharmaceutical Sciences 1 

Science 3 

Total 30 
 
Data collected consisted of a questionnaire and one-on-one semi-structured interviews. The 

questionnaire focused on topics or themes that were troublesome and strategies for overcoming 
these challenges (Kandlbinder & Peseta, 2009; Kiley & Wisker, 2009). This helped to identify the 
                                                 
2 For the purposes of this study, the 242 faculty members and staff who graduated in the first 15 years of 

the program were contacted. However, there were a number of issues with recruitment including 
contacting retired faculty and faculty who had left the institution. 
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key concepts in SoTL and served as an organizing framework for the semi-structured interviews. 
Seventeen interviews were conducted with past graduates of the UBC SoTL Leadership Program. 
The procedures and format of the interviews was similar to those conducted with the cohort 
members. 
 
Analysis 
 

In this study, thematic analysis offered an accessible and theoretically flexible approach to 
analyzing the qualitative data (Boyatzis, 1998; Braun & Clark, 2006; Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 
2006). Interacting with the data involved thematic coding through the iterative and cyclical nature 
of the van Manen’s (1997) interpretive phenomenological inquiry; holistic, selective, and detailed 
analysis.  

 
• First, the classroom observation data were reviewed holistically for the key themes and 

were summarized with key words and phrases. Meaningful and relevant exchanges were 
identified for detailed analysis. The questionnaire responses were analyzed in a similar 
manner. The analysis of the questionnaire and classroom observations were investigated 
during the interview process.  

• Each interview was recorded and transcribed. The interview recordings were listened to all 
the way through, and notes were made consistent with the wholistic approach. Then, the 
recordings were listened to again, and following along with a hard copy of the transcript, 
key units of meaning and significant statements were highlighted for detailed analysis. A 
list of significant statements and quotations from each participant was compiled. 

• Next, key words, significant statements, and experiences across participants were grouped. 
These groupings were given titles and a description of each theme was developed, although 
the descriptions continued to evolve following additional interviews. Portfolio document 
analysis procedures were informed by the same wholistic approach, with a detailed reading 
of particularly salient experiences. 

• Finally, the summaries were reviewed again to ensure that all relevant experiences had 
been included in the description of a theme. 
 
Specific strategies and processes were incorporated into the research design to establish 

trustworthiness as a measure of the study’s quality and the overall credibility and dependability 
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Throughout data collection, developing themes were shared with 
participants, with exclamations of, “I hadn’t thought of it that way, but yes.” In order to triangulate 
for validity, expert checks were periodically included and preliminary findings were presented for 
peer review. 
 

Results 
 

The research participants identified six key constraints to SoTL and SoTL Leadership in 
RIU contexts. The constraints have been clustered into three themes: joining the SoTL community, 
studentness, and imposter syndrome.  
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Joining the SoTL Community 

The theme of membership in SoTL was the most prominent theme, and it captured several 
of the constraints related to being part of a field of study. 

Shared definitions. The difference between scholarly teaching, SoTL, and SoTL 
Leadership was identified as a stumbling block (Hubball et al., 2015; Kanuka, 2011; McKinney, 
2002; Svinicki, 2012). While the definition of rigorous scholarship was understood within 
participants’ disciplinary fields, the appreciation of rigor within SoTL research took some time, 
especially for those more familiar with quantitative research paradigms. One participant noted, 
“we don’t use that word, but we know that that’s what we are doing.” 

Initially introduced by program instructors, SoTL was defined as literature-informed, 
theoretically grounded, and methodologically rigorous research in higher education contexts. The 
initial identification of scholarly teaching sent out the initial tremors that shook some participants, 
“It’s a big step to begin thinking about scholarly teaching, especially when you’ve been doing 
teaching for so many years without thinking about that. And fundamentally, it requires changing 
your ideas about how people learn and what is knowledge”. This was compounded when 
participants wrestled with their developing understandings of the difference between being a 
scholarly teacher and conducting SoTL or leading SoTL research. 

In a very astute comment, one participant suggested that there is a tension between two 
aspects in learning SoTL, “one being practical, pragmatic, concrete strategies, or applying teaching 
and learning concepts to your teaching practice versus start thinking differently about your 
teaching practice and start thinking about translating your teaching practice into educational 
research.” This reconceptualization of scholarship marks a paradigm shift for many novice SoTL 
scholars and leaders. 

Shared language. The discourse and conventions of SoTL experts and educational 
scholars was frequently identified as a barrier to understanding the field of SoTL. Issues such as 
the language and discourse of SoTL and recognition of teaching as a public, researchable act were 
highlighted as foundations for developing an understanding of SoTL scholarship. The language of 
SoTL became a barrier, until participants could make sense of the connotative, contextual meaning 
of the discourse. Participants noted that they learned to “speak SoTL” and translate for their 
disciplinary colleagues. They go on to say,  

 
One of the challenges is for me to learn that new language and then when 
I’m talking to colleagues – who are researchers – trying to translate the 
new language that I’ve learned into almost lay terms. So there’s very 
definitely a language and communications barrier, and it’s all about the 
jargon of an expert. 

 
This constraint is connected to conceptions of research; participants highlighted the 

differentiation of “method versus methodology” as a challenging topic or theme. As part of 
educational research within various disciplines, SoTL research traditions are diverse. The 
“messiness” of these new research methodologies and methods creates significant challenges for 
novice SoTL scholars. Like the beginning of work in any new field, ways of thinking and 
practicing act as significant barriers. The discourse of SoTL and knowledge of epistemologies and 
ontologies of SoTL research were identified by participants as challenging. The entrance into a 
new field requires knowledge of a new language, literature, theories, and research paradigms. 
Almost all of the cohort participants found the language and design of qualitative research to be a 
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challenge. Articulating cohesive research design (aligning research questions, methodologies, and 
data collection methods), finding the relevant literature, and the ethics of classroom research 
produced profound barriers to learning, as they represent not only cognitive but requisite 
ontological shifts. Focusing less on discipline and more on teaching and learning is a thought-
provoking proposition for these discipline experts. While it was important that participants drew 
upon their disciplinary strengths and personal knowledge, it was important to acknowledge that 
SoTL research is conducted and disseminated within an educational context (Hutchings, 2007).  

Shared culture. Ingrained disciplinary cultures (Bunnell & Bernstein, 2012) slowed 
participants’ enculturation into SoTL and left some participants unable or unwilling to let go of 
specific disciplinary ways of thinking or to connect their SoTL practice with their professional 
responsibilities. While participants were able to connect with the educational literature of their 
field as a jumping off point to engage in SoTL, that same disciplinary literature and culture also 
constrained participants as they struggled to move beyond discipline based educational research.  

At the same time, a lack of professional incentives (often related to tenure and promotion 
criteria) discouraged participants from ongoing engagement with SoTL or SoTL Leadership. 
Participants suggested that they would like to be able to do more SoTL research but felt constrained 
by their responsibilities to research or the expectations of promotion and tenure within their 
department or faculty. 

This research exposes the impact of ingrained, disciplinary culture despite policy changes 
at the institutional level. Participants noted that the achievement of tenure freed them to pursue 
teaching and learning interests; however this should not be necessary since university policy on 
promotion, tenure, and merit recognizes SoTL research as equivalent with disciplinary research. 
To the participants of this study, the link between their disciplinary practice and their SoTL 
practice was not established. There may be recognition on paper but not in the unwritten culture 
of their home departments and faculties.  

Some disciplinary cultures are resistant; therefore, there is no incentive to engage in 
scholarly teaching, let alone SoTL. It is not surprising that participants continued their interest in 
research in teaching and learning, but cannot find the time to do it. Compounding the barrier of 
time is the issue of professional responsibility. Participants noted that they are hired to do a 
particular job and that SoTL research can be an addition or side project, but it could not be their 
entire job. Therefore, there is a tension between their responsibility to the discipline and personal 
responsibility to scholarly curiosity and the students they teach.  
 
“Studentness” 
 

The willingness to engage in a challenging learning experience can be extremely 
intimidating and potentially time consuming. In order to navigate the complexities of a new field, 
adopting a mindset of curiosity and “studentness” (Cousin, 2012) was necessary. By taking on the 
mantle of studenthood, an educational leader places themself on the novice to expert continuum 
and sets the expectations of growth rather than expertise. They accept an implied apprenticeship 
of enculturation into new or changing knowledge. 

Wanting to engage. Changing conceptions of research requires willing engagement by 
educational leaders in RIU contexts. One participant exclaimed, “I want to be a teacher who wants 
to investigate their practice, who wants to work with students, and not get caught down in all this 
other stuff,” but the pressures of tenure and promotion meant that they felt unable to allot the time 
to their SoTL. Unfortunately, when some faculty are assigned teaching and learning 
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responsibilities they may become frustrated, lose confidence, and quit. Land, Cousin, Meyer, and 
Davies (2005) suggest that curricular design needs to investigate the sources of epistemological 
barriers and free up the blocked places by redesigning course sequences and activities.  

Trying something new. Based on the multidisciplinary context of SoTL research, many 
novice practitioners are anxious about wading into an unfamiliar field where they are not confident. 
Finding discipline specific and useful additional resources presented two challenges: one, wading 
through the resources that are available to find personally relevant literature and two, moving 
outside the suggested resources. One participant noted that they were familiar with the 
fundamentals of a literature search within their discipline (using, for example, PubMed), but 
finding SoTL literature, discipline specific teaching literature, or educational research was 
unfamiliar. They were “floundering.” Ultimately, the participant scheduled an appointment with 
an education librarian to seek expert assistance. Another cohort member, a former international 
student, suggested that her familiarity with being a “fish out of water” made it easier to go through 
the tough adjustment that was part of both her disciplinary and SoTL training. She was used to not 
understanding the language and cultural references. 

Additionally, understanding personal values and beliefs about teaching and learning 
encouraged participants to articulate a teaching philosophy and an understanding of how learning 
happens within their context. Two participants expressed an interest in wanting to dig deeper into 
their teaching, “pushing beyond what I know”, and into an “awkward place,” with one past 
graduate directly relating comfort and apathy. Tracing these threads was articulated as 
foundational to the development of a SoTL scholar mindset. 
 
Imposter Syndrome 
 

It is possible to spend very little time exploring teaching and learning before being required 
to teach courses in higher education. As a result, a lack of confidence inhibited many participants 
from seeing themselves as educational leaders with a contribution to make. Participants drew on 
their past experience as learners in higher education as they traveled from scholarly teaching 
towards SoTL, but felt unprepared to be labeled as educational leaders; they frequently lacked 
confidence in their SoTL knowledge. The concept of subject matter expertise (or perceived lack 
of expertise) presented a challenge as participants contemplated combining their roles as discipline 
experts and SoTL leaders. The comments of one participant, a medical educator, demonstrated 
how the researcher and the practitioner are seen as separate: “my real thing is that I am a clinician.” 
As a clinician, they were comfortable with “uncertainty and incomplete evidence” in diagnosis, 
but they sought certainty when designing and conducting SoTL research. Not having a strong self-
concept as a SoTL scholar confounded their confidence in doing SoTL. Their challenge lay in 
recognizing that they have a contribution to make and then implementing that into practice. As 
one respondent aptly noted, “I don’t think the topics or themes were challenging in themselves. 
For me, it was the implementation of the lessons that I learned into my teaching practice” that led 
to confidence. 

 
Implications for SoTL and SoTL Leadership Programs 

 
This study articulates three specific recommendations in order to build faculty development 

initiatives that mitigate the constraints and support the development of SoTL and SoTL Leadership 
capacity: 
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(a) Institutional implications for SoTL and SoTL Leadership, 
(b) Strategic approaches to faculty development programs in SoTL and SoTL Leadership, 

and 
(c) Specific support for SoTL and SoTL Leadership research. 

 
Institutional Implications for SoTL 
 

It is important to foster institutional cultures that predispose, enable, and reinforce 
educational leaders to actively engage in SoTL and SoTL Leadership. This includes recognizing 
and validating SoTL and SoTL Leadership with institutional infrastructure to support and sustain 
SoTL work. Valuing SoTL scholarship as equal to disciplinary scholarship means that this cannot 
be done as off the side of the desk work. It is a barrier to have this work as additional to professional 
responsibilities; therefore differentiated workloads, strategic initiatives, and institutional resources 
are exceptionally valuable to supporting SoTL and SoTL Leadership.  

Institutionally supported SoTL and SoTL Leadership research may be across disciplines or 
using teams. It is important that SoTL leaders are able to gather expertise from multiple sources in 
order to support their confidence in the research. Judicious borrowing from different disciplines 
and traditions may facilitate the creation of a cross disciplinary research team (Hubball & Clarke, 
2010). This is especially important for educational leaders who come from unsupportive 
institutional cultures, as they will need to find a community of scholars outside of their department, 
faculty, or even institution (Poole, Iqbal, & Verwoord, 2019). 
 
Strategic Approaches to Faculty Development Programs in SoTL Leadership 
 

Strategic approaches to faculty development in SoTL leadership may be formal and 
informal. Formally, a professional development program for educational leaders will develop 
increased capacity for leading SoTL research through guidance into the language and culture of a 
new field. A specifically designed program with a multidisciplinary cohort can explicitly introduce 
SoTL conventions, research methodologies, and methods (Kanuka, 2011; Svinicki, 2012). For 
example, the Canadian RIU SoTL Leadership Program in this study spends significant time 
(including one 2.5-hour classroom session) introducing the field of SoTL and acclimatizing 
participants to the literature and conventions that they will need to use throughout their portfolio 
assignments. Subsequent formative feedback on the portfolio includes one-on-one conversations 
about SoTL literature, research questions, and methodological choices. 

Informal SoTL Leadership initiatives may include time to develop and sustain communities 
of practice in order to support permeable institutional cultures (Danielson, 2012). For example, 
following the completion of each cohort of the UBC SoTL Leadership Program, some of the cohort 
members continue to meet and support each other in their educational leadership (O’Brien, 2008). 
It is helpful to develop a cohesive community of practice amongst a research team, and then across 
the institution. Educational leaders can make connections across campus as well as down the hall. 

 
Specific Support for SoTL Research  
 

It is often taken for granted that participants are excellent researchers; even so, they are not 
always familiar or comfortable with SoTL research. As instructional teams, we often assume that 
the participants, all successful scholars in their own fields, would be as skillful in their research in 
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SoTL. But this assumption misses the key and fundamental issue that they are engaging in 
scholarship in a new field, which may or may not connect with the field/discipline of their training 
(Simmons et al., 2013). Educational leaders need to be guided through the language and culture of 
a new field. Strategies to specifically support SoTL research could include connecting novice 
educational leaders with SoTL Leadership mentors, engaging a librarian to assist participants with 
their literature reviews, or having educational experts modeling the different methods that could 
be used to approach a research question through different methodologies (Chick, 2018). As well, 
a workshop on epistemologies, ontologies, methodologies, and methods could be developed in 
order to align ontologies, epistemologies, and SoTL research questions (Chick, 2104). 
Additionally, continued theorizing of the nature of an educational leader (Fields, Kenny, & 
Mueller, 2019) can help to characterize SoTL Leadership.  

 
Conclusion 

 
The factors that constrain educational leaders ability to navigate SoTL offers a complex 

picture of their experience in a Canadian RIU. While SoTL research is rigorous, well supported, 
and adds credence to educational endeavours in higher education, there is a need to build capacity 
amongst faculty members in order to develop and initiate impactful SoTL projects (Simmons, 
2016). Yet, the constraints to navigating SoTL hinder sustained engagement by faculty and staff 
in RIU contexts. Identifying and understanding these constraints is of particular importance to 
instructional teams facilitating professional development programs in the scholarship of teaching 
and learning. The increasing investigation of threshold concepts within curricula for SoTL and 
SoTL Leadership programs (Webb, 2015; Tierney, 2016) could help instructional teams consider 
how novice SoTL leaders can be brought into the “big tent” (Huber & Hutchings, 2005, p. 4). 
Understanding and addressing the intellectual and institutional challenges identified by 
educational leaders at a research-intensive university can support the SoTL Leadership work of 
faculty members in many RIU teaching and learning contexts.  
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