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Communities of practice (CoPs), as envisioned by Etienne Wegner (n.d., para. 1) are “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.”  Wegner specifies three characteristics that distinguish CoPs.  First, CoPs are organized around a shared domain of interest.  Second, members of the CoP interact with each other, building relationships so that they can learn from each other and help each other.  Third, CoPs develop shared practices over time.  The character of the community changes and evolves over time, responding to the changing environment (Wegner, 1996).

In the field of education, CoPs are central to the work that is done both in research and in the classroom teaching students.  Throughout this semester, I had the opportunity to reflect on CoPs in my own experience and work, and learn about how CoPs play a role in the work of others in the education community.  Common themes emerged throughout professors’ presentations, such as how the need for a CoP develops, and how shared purposes drive the work of CoPs. 

Communities of Practice in My Life


As I reflect on Communities of Practice in my own life, I can see the role CoPs have played in shaping my practice as a teacher and in forming my identity as a graduate student.  Although I have been a member of more than one CoP in each of these roles, my reflection here focuses on two of the CoPs that have most influenced my thinking and work.

Success by Eight

As a special education teacher in an elementary school, I was a member of several CoPs within the school.  I was a member of both special education and grade level teams.  Additionally, I was involved in a CoP that sought to build a project-based assessment program into our school curriculum.  Even the local screening committee was a CoP because we were a community of people who continually strove to improve and refine the way we identified struggling learners and served them within our school.  The most influential CoP that I was a member of during my time as a teacher, however, was Success by Eight.


Success by Eight was a pilot initiative our school was involved in, focused on the goal of having all students read on grade level by the age of eight.  Two salient features of the program were the use of multi-age classrooms for students in grades k-2 and the shared curriculum.  That is, the curriculum guides for kindergarten, first, and second grade had been combined and reorganized into a three-year curriculum.  In this way, the same content was not repeated from year-to-year for students in multi-age classrooms.  The reorganized curriculum was centered around thematic units (e.g., rainforests, Native Americans), and centered on themes that ran across units (e.g., the life cycle).


Any teacher who has worked in an elementary school will immediately recognize that an undertaking of this magnitude will require a lot of meetings.  The Success by Eight team, which included every teacher in grades k-2, met monthly to do its work.  At these meetings, curriculum planning occurred, common assessments were developed, and data-driven discussions of struggling students took place. These meetings also served as the primary means by which teachers new to the school were trained on the core values and methods associated with the Success by Eight initiative.  In fact, an ongoing, deep discussion within our CoP was how to continue to move our practice forward while still being able to bring along newer members.  Some felt that experienced teachers should continually push forward to improve the practice of the group.  Others felt that it was important to take the time to bring new members up to speed so that everyone was moving forward together.


Such a well-defined CoP that met regularly and was passionately focused on translating its vision of a high-quality education for all students into practice had powerful effects.  Kindergarten, first, and second grade teachers across the entire school taught the exact same curriculum and used common assessments.  Students achievement on standardized measures increased.  The close teaming required by membership in Success by Eight built a strong sense of community within the school.  The effectiveness of the Success by Eight CoP even stimulated the development of a CoP for teachers in grades 4-6.  It changed the way the school did business, and students were better served as a result.


My membership in the Success by Eight CoP played a large role in shaping my teaching.  It helped build my belief in the importance of community for students.  This shifted my view of teaching in elementary school from one exclusively focused on the practice of literacy instruction to one focused on teaching literacy skills within the context of  the whole child. Additionally, my experiences in the CoP made me a teacher who seeks out collaboration with other teachers.  Even now, as I prepare to teach my second university-level course this spring, I seek out other teachers to help me plan instruction and design assessments.  For me, teaching is an entirely collaborative process.  I attribute that approach to teaching to my years as a member of Success by Eight.

Writing Intervention Research Project


In my new role as a doctoral student, I have become a member of another powerful community of practice. As a graduate research assistant (GRA) on a multi-year writing intervention study, I am a member of a team of students and professors focused on implementing a research study.  When I first joined the team a year ago, I was immediately struck by the different parameters around which people worked together.  As a teacher, my experience working on teams came with an individualized practice component.  That is, even though we worked together every day as instructional teams, and formally met to plan on a weekly basis, I regularly taught students on my own.  My new role as a GRA was not like that.  On this team, tasks were completed together, rather than assigned to individuals to complete.  When we taught writing at the middle school, we all team-taught in the same classroom.  Everything was done together.  It took time for me to adjust to this new way of interacting and learning.


Because of the multi-year nature of the study, and our role as doctoral students, our research team is focused on learning.  Over the course of the past year, we have consciously worked to refine our writing instruction to meet the needs of the students with severe emotional and behavioral disorders that we are teaching.  The lead professor on the project has used this experience as a hands-on opportunity to teach us about how to design and implement intervention research.  Additionally, the GRAs on our staff come from a range of experiential backgrounds.  Some GRAs in our CoP have been teachers, others have not.  Those who have not taught in the classroom before have been learning instructional strategies to manage students behavior along the way.  Some GRAs have previous experience working on research projects, while others have not.  Those who have research experience share their knowledge and skills with those who are new to the process so that everyone can learn about the different components of the study.


My membership in this CoP has influenced my practice in many ways.  First, I have noticed a gradual shift in away from thinking like a classroom teacher toward thinking like a researcher.  In the role that I am in now, I am singularly focused on making sure the students I teach learn the writing strategy we are implementing.  As a teacher, I had multiple agendas when working with students (e.g., academic goals and behavioral goals).  Second, the influence of my membership in the CoP has expanded to include my coursework.  For example, one of my colleagues is getting ready to start the proposal stage of the dissertation process.  She will talk about her ideas for her study with other GRAs on our staff to get feedback about what might work well and what might need to be changed.  We also help each other with class projects by acting as fidelity of treatment observers, sharing research articles we have found, and sharing ideas about our course project to help focus our thinking.  My experience as a doctoral student would be very different, and my learning would be different, if I was not a member of this CoP.

Characteristics of Communities of Practice


As faculty members have talked about their work with our class this semester, I have noticed several recurring themes in their discussions of their involvement in communities of practice.  These themes include: (1) identifying a need for a CoP; (2) the shared purpose of the CoP; (3) the individual nature of CoPs; and (4) the shared language of CoPs.  Each of these is explained in more detail below, using examples from class presenters. 

Identifying a Need


Several class presenters shared stories about how they came to a place where they were “stuck” in their work and realized that they needed to work with others in order to move forward.  For example, Joan Isenberg told a story about how she was working alone in her university position and it wasn’t going well.  She met a woman at a professional conference who was in the same position, and they have been collaborators ever since.  Carol Kartenberger told a similar story about her research. After receiving her doctorate, Dr. Kartenberger wanted to work on school reentry for students who had experienced life-altering illnesses.  She was passionate about her work and focused on doing research in that area, but was getting nowhere.  It was not until she found others who were passionate about the same issues that she made progress.


Julie Kidd talked about developing a CoP around a different need.  Dr. Kidd shared the example of her writing club. As a professor, writing is a big part of her job.  She felt that she needed to work on her writing, so she joined a writing club with other professors.  The club meets regularly, with members reading each other’s work and providing feedback.

Shared Purpose of Communities


Tied closely to the idea that Communities of Practice are formed when individuals identify a need for them in their lives is the shared purpose of CoPs.  In one example, Jennifer Suh, Pam Baker, and Peggy King-Sears talked about their CoP centered around a grant they received looking at mathematics and universal design for learning for middle school students with mild disabilities.  Drs. Suh, Baker, and King-Sears started their CoP with a clear purpose in mind – applying for a grant.  Having received the grant, their CoP continues with the purpose of conducting the research project.


Individual Nature of Communities


Each CoP is, by nature, its own unique system.  A clear example of this came from the presentation by Steve White and Rebecca Fox on their work with beginning teachers.  Drs. White and Fox work with cohort classes of teachers getting their Master’s degrees.  In their work on providing authentic professional development for teachers, the researchers use reflection as a way to assess teacher learning.  At four different points in the program, the researchers give the teachers prompts to guide reflection papers.  The researchers then look at the reflection papers to  identify how often the program’s themes are mentioned.  Looking across the four reflection papers in the program, the researchers tallied the number of times each theme was mentioned in a paper of a member of the cohort to look for trends.


What I found most interesting in this study was the ways in which the themes discussed in reflection papers varied for two different cohort classes.  Although the classes received the same content and same assignments in their program, the themes stressed by the two classes differed.  For example, in the third reflection paper, the first cohort class focused primarily on the theme of diversity, while the second cohort class focused their reflections on teacher as change agent.  To me, this clearly demonstrates that the cohort classes are CoPs.  They are individuals coming together for a common purpose, and they are learning how to improve their practice through their interaction with others in the group.  I found this particularly interesting because it show that classes, whether made up of adults or children, are CoPs where learning is shaped by the students in the class.  The learning that occurs in a classroom is not just the learning planned for and presented by the instructor.

Shared Language of Communities


It became clear to me throughout the course of the semester that one of the characteristics of CoPs is the language they use to communicate with each other.  Each group has its own jargon, its own way of viewing the world, and its own way of discussing its work.  Two presentations were clear examples of this.  The first presentation that highlighted the way in which CoPs differ in their language was the presentation done by Beverly Shaklee and her colleagues at the Center for International Education.  Although international education is a topic I am interested in because of my personal experiences, I found the way in which the presenters discussed their work as a barrier to me feeling connected to what they do.  To me, it was as if they spoke another language to discuss the same issues in education that I discuss using my own way of speaking within my CoPs.  I was surprised at how much the communication differences affected my interest in the topic and support for their work.


In another, more positive example, I was struck by the language Mary Hanley and Janice View used to discuss their work.  They, too, do research in an area of interest for me, namely educational transformation.  Rather than turning me off with the language they used to communicate their work, I found that their arts-based approach to presenting the findings of their study actually helped me feel more connected to their research.

Special Education and General Education Communities of Practice


One issue that centers around Communities of Practice is of particular interest to me.  That is the relationship between general education and special education.  Both general education and special education have developed as distinct communities of practice.  As a teacher, I know that the most effective instruction for students comes when general educators and special educators work together as a team.  Unfortunately, the two have developed historically as separate entities.  As much as the field of special education talks about concepts like inclusion or co-teaching, special education continues to be managed as a separate entity within school buildings.  For instance, middle and high schools assign an assistant principal to oversee special education – it is separated from the rest of the business of the school.  In another example, special educators and general educators  typically have different grading policies for the same content areas, and often for the same students within those content areas.


In her presentation on education policy, Penny Earley talked about how different factions within education (e.g., general education, special education, ESOL) are like silos.  They have each developed their own administrative structure and own way of doing things; they are their own CoPs.  There is typically little collaboration between factions because they are all fighting for the same pot of money.  I found this very disheartening.


A few weeks after Dr. Earley spoke to our class, I had the opportunity to visit the US Department of Education’s Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) with another class.  While there, we met with individuals from OSEP’s Research to Practice Division.  A big part of what the Research to Practice Division does is training and technical assistance.  In discussing T/TA, I was encouraged to hear them talk about collaboration with T/TA programs in the Office of Elementary and Secondary Education, which focuses on general education.  It was interesting to hear how the two different CoPs (OSEP and OESE) are coming together to form a new CoP.  The two have met jointly four times, to date, and are just now getting into discussing more substantive issues.  For me, this showcased the way CoPs form, and the time it takes to develop community goals and norms.

Conclusion


When one starts thinking about CoPs of which she is a member, it becomes clear that individuals are involved in a number of CoPs at the same time, and their membership in such communities changes over time and across circumstances.  While the concept of CoPs is not new to me, having come from a school that emphasized teachers as leaders and teaming, the language of CoPs is.  Throughout the semester, it was interesting to observe the commonalities and differences across presenters, in terms of the CoPs they belonged to and the roles those CoPs played in their work.  It is clear that as I progress through the doctoral program and transition into a career in research, CoPs will play a critical role in my development and practice.
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