Evaluating the Development of Community in Communities of Practice

I. Introduction: 
This roundtable will explore potential criteria for assessing development of the community component of community of practice for the purpose of improving the community’s ability to support learning. The handout summarizes major points of the introductory remarks, presents a summary of critical elements to consider when thinking about such a community, suggests some questions to initiate our discussion, and lists sources that have been influential in my thinking to date. 
Interest in Communities of Practice has been around for a while, especially in the business sector. While the community of practice concept is well accepted, little standardization exists and few guidelines are universally applicable to their implementation. Etienne Wenger, co-originator of the term, defines these communities as “groups of people who share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly.” 
My interest in the community aspect and the identification of the basic elements from which our discussion will start today came from a study that I led as a part of an evaluation team from SPEC Associates in work that we did for Lumina Foundation. Our work was combined with a study of another learning community within Lumina’s work and reported out at AEA last year. 
Our work on the previous study was primarily informed by that done by Etienne Wenger and others associated with his work with a nod to Realist Evaluation for our concern with contextual influence on CoPs. This included review of state level CoP work done by the IDEA (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act) Partnership which is funded by the U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education Programs. The IDEA Partnership brings together state agencies and national organizations to tackle the complex and dynamic cross-agency issues surrounding special education). It also included discussion with other participants (most of whom had experience in working with entities termed CoPs – some with extensive experience in this arena) at a set of workshops run by Wenger and Beverly Trayner for those developing and evaluating or researching CoPs that I attended in the summer of 2010. 
Since then I have started to explore what the organizational studies literature has to say about communities of practice. 

Our discussion today will organize around the elements of: Member Participation, Leadership, Tools to support the community aspect, and Context. Our focus will be to explore potential criteria for assessing development of the community element of this approach for the purpose of improving the community’s ability to support learning.
But first I want to say a few words about an issue within CoPs that makes thinking about “communities” particularly challenging. There is no agreement on what a CoP actually looks like. Certainly a shared concern is a basic element. And there is at least the implication that some shared practice will be changed. But what does it mean to learn how to do this shared practice better as they interact regularly? What does community mean in this context? (In some ways, I think the word “community” shares a history with the word “collaboration”. They can both mean different things to different people. And that is challenging if you want to evaluate the development of the construct in practice or its effect on desired outcomes.) 
In the case of communities of practice, the literature in organizational studies is now talking about the “interpretive viability” of the construct. In other words, the ease with which the term has been able to mean more or less whatever the user wanted it to mean in their situation. In addition, this term has come in common use during a time when electronic means of communication have become common and diversely common. Wenger’s definition of community as “direct and sustained mutual engagement” helps somewhat but is not totally definitive since what does “direct and sustained mutual engagement” mean in the electronic age? In many cases, this has seemed to translate into more of a focus on network development and the development of a large number of virtual connections for individuals to access for the purpose of learning for solving a problem that he or she has and does not involve capturing learning for or changing the practice of a larger group. 
This is not to say that social media couldn’t be used as a tool for mutual engagement in a community of practice but that use of social media has made knowing what a “community” aspect is harder. 

At this point, I have started to think about what is uniquely necessary for achieving “direct and sustainable mutual engagement between members of a learning focused group around improving a mutual practice”, i.e., learning both from and with others, and what is necessary for both such a community and for a purely network of connections for individuals to learn from others about solving practice-focused problems. 
This is what I will share with you today.  For simplicity, I am going to talk about community approach and network approach as two different types of approaches but in reality an approach to disseminating information related to a specific concern in an area of practice is likely somewhere on the continuum between the two. Literature in organizational studies is starting to identify other types of knowledge work performed in groups, e.g., collectivity of practice (temporary groups or teams charged with specific tasks involving knowledge creation and exchange and networks of practice.

------------

The following comments are included within the verbal walk through of the “Critical Elements of Community and Network Based Approaches to Learning” table: 
Why do we care if it is community that is developed or if it is a network? What do we gain? It goes back to the question of what we are trying to achieve and which approach (or point on the continuum) best supports this.  
Network (connections for individuals; generally involves a large number of people with at least somewhat diverse interests):

· A likely source of serendipitous new ideas

· Onus is on the individual for identifying his/her knowledge need, making the connection, and for learning

· Learning of individuals is generally not captured in a way that informs others 

Community (identifies and engages around the shared concern as a group)
· Blends individual and group learning to address a shared concern and practice

· The group provides a way to capture ideas and move them into practice

· Requires sustaining the group’s identity and engagement around the shared concern

· The group can get stuck in status quo thinking if new ideas are not allowed in 

Summary: Network is likely to increase individual exposure to innovative ideas but not capture and move them into practice for a larger group. Community provides a way to capture and move relevant ideas into practice but may not bring innovative ideas forward. 

II. Critical elements of approaches for learning with and from each other: proposed for 11.04.11 AEA Roundtable discussion 

Critical Elements of Community and Network Based Approaches to Learning
	Definitions

· Community-based approach: Direct and sustainable mutual engagement between members of a group (C)
· Network-based approach: Points of access to information flows and exchanges; connections-based approach (N)

	Necessary for (N) only
	Necessary for (C) and (N)
	Necessary for (C) only

	Participant Participation:

	As an individual
	Self-management of knowledge needs
	As a group

	As an individual
	Learning orientation
	As individuals and group

	
	
	Agreement around how to work together

	
	
	Concern about quality of relationships, e.g., trust

	
	
	Group identity

	
	
	Commitment to group learning to improve group practice 

	Leader Input:

	
	Champion for participation
	Shared responsibility

	
	Logistics are covered
	Including make community possible; shared responsibility

	
	
	Build trust between members of group; shared responsibility 

	Tools to Support Management of Approach to Learning:  

	Supports: connections and individual access to information 
	Chosen for fit between tools, especially technology, and goals and skills of participants
	Supports: relationship building, agreed upon way of working together, group identity, sustained engagement over time

	Context: [based on Realist Evaluation-influenced categories of individual capacities, inter-relationships, institutional, and environmental contexts] 

	
	Approach linked to overall strategy of organization(s) involved
	

	
	Culture within organizations and profession/practice area involved 
	

	
	Expertise, experience and commitment of developers and users of the approach 
	


III. Questions for Discussion

· Are the four major elements proposed necessary? Are there other critical elements for communities for learning? Is anything sufficient?  

· Are the four elements well operationalized?  

· Which aspects of operationalization are critical?
IV. Sources Influential in This Framing:  

Engeström, Y. (2007). From Communities of Practice to Mycorrhizae. In Hughes, J., Jewson, N. and Unwin, L (eds) Communities of practice: critical perspectives.  Abingdon, Routledge. 

Murillo, E. (March 2011). Communities of Practice in the business and organization studies literature. Information Research, vol. 16 (1). Retrieved October 29, 2011 from http://informationr.net/ir/16-1/paper464.html 
Wenger, E., Trayner, B., and deLatt, M. (2011). Promoting and assessing value creation in communities and networks: a conceptual framework. Retrieved October 29, 2011 from  http://www.open.ou.nl/rslmlt/Wenger_Trayner_DeLaat_Value_creation.pdf

Wenger, E., White, N., and Smith, J. D. (2009). Digital Habitats: stewarding technology for communities. Portland, OR: CPsquare. 

Case Studies reviewed for initial study:
Cashman, J., Linehan, P., & Rosser, M. (2007). Communities of Practice: A new approach to solving complex educational problems. Alexandria, VA: National Association of State Directors of Special Education. 

Wenger, E. (2002, September). Ayuda Urbana: A constellation of communities of practice focused on urban issues and challenges in Central America, Mexico, and the Caribbean region: A Case Study. Retrieved August 20, 2010 from http://www.ewenger.com/pub/index.htm
Wenger, E. (2002, September). Clarica’s Agent Network: A community of practice among independent sales agents who sell the products of a Canadian insurance company: A case study. Retrieved August 20, 2010 from http://www.ewenger.com/pub/index.htm
Wenger, E. (2003, December). The Public Involvement Community of Practice at Health Canada: A Case Study. Retrieved August 20, 2010 from http://www.ewenger.com/pub/index.htm  

Wenger, E. & Snyder, W. (n.d.). Tech Clubs at DaimlerChrysler. Retrieved August 20, 2010 from http://www.ewenger.com/pub/index.htm 
Comments from 11.04.2001 Roundtable discussion:

1. Is voluntary participation a necessary element of a CoP?  

a. There is the sense that requiring people to participate leads to a less successful group; to people “being in the seat” vs actively sharing information and learning.  Perhaps the important issue is the value of the group to those participating and not whether participation is required or voluntary. One attendee of the Roundtable noted that at a work site, initially requiring participation can cue people to the potential of such a community and that he has seen engagement between people between required meetings take off. 
b. The importance of a champion for encouraging participation was underscored. 

2. Use of social media noted as valuable for informal networks. This is hard to tap into. If one wanted to assess the status of social media use, how could this be measured? [Important not to burden community members with measures or to leave them feeling monitored.] 

3. How does the shared concern get identified and articulated in the first place? This would be a step/element in the lifecycle of a CoP that occurs before the four that were proposed for discussion here. 
4. Trust between participants/members of a community is very important. 

5. How is learning shared within the community and taken away? [To think about: Would/should this be a separate point under participant/member participation or is it adequately addressed under the current points of self-management of knowledge needs, agreement about how to work together, covering of logistics, and building trust relationships?] 
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