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Communities of Practice in Workplaces: Learning as a Naturally Occurring Event
In the 21st century we are seeing a shift in the way organizations are fostering organizational learning and human performance. The shift is moving from a behavioral traditional approach to a constructivist approach.  Organizations are beginning to take a closer look at the social and cultural aspects of learning. This article calls attention to the importance of informal learning in designing learning environments for the training of professionals.  These informal learning environments are called communities of practice (CoP).  Communities of practice are, “informal [social] networks that support professional practitioners to develop a shared meaning and engage in knowledge building among the members” (Hara, 2000, p.11). The article states that there are six attributes of (CoP’s) that serve as scaffolding for organizational learning.  The attributes are (1) a group of professionals, (2) development of a shared meaning, (3) informal network, (4) supportive culture-trust, (5) engagement in knowledge building, (6) individual’s negotiation and development of professional identities.

The purpose of this study was to examine how people share and construct knowledge in an organization. The author’s chose to do a qualitative case study to investigate interrelated factors that influence organizational learning in a professional community of practice.  They wanted to give a thorough description of a naturalistic environment.  The authors observed a (CoP) at a Public Defender’s Office. It was a small organization that employs seven fulltime attorneys, one investigator, one manager and three secretaries.  Hara and Schwen conducted formal observations of employees in the office, informal observations away from the office. They conducted semi-structured interviews and had formal conversations to gather the data they needed.  The rest of the article went on to ‘show’, with quoted dialogue of conversation, how informal learning was taking place in a natural way for each of the six attributes that make up communities of practice. As I was reading through the article I substituted what I thought would be informal learning in my organization from the examples of conversation they gave for each attribute.

(1). Group of professionals:  

The teachers and other workers that make up my school’s staff is our group of professionals. I consider all of us a family.    I feel as if our school has a very supportive atmosphere in which we are willing to help each other out.

 (2) Development of a shared meaning:

“By sharing knowledge and learning from each other, the members of a CoP construct a shared meaning” ( Hara & Schewen, 2006, p.7).   “Hi Susan, did you try out the assertive discipline plan today?  I did.  I thought the students responded real well to it.”  Yes, I have been trying it too.  I like how each child knows what the consequences will be if they choose the wrong behavior.”

 
(3) Informal network

This is the sharing of practical knowledge with colleagues.  Since my school is very small, the physical environment provides us with the opportunity to share knowledge informally with many teachers on a daily basis. An example of practical knowledge would be a conversation with the title 1 teacher.  “Mrs. T, I just wanted to let you know that Johnny had a meltdown a few minutes ago, so when he comes with you, beware that he is still a little angry with me.” 

 
(4) Supportive culture-trust

Supportive culture is how the employees in an organization interact with each other.   Teachers, who have similar experiences, are able talk to each other and share their ideas. Helping is just a natural occurrence.  This reminds me of a conversation I had with my mentee.  She said,  “Darcy, I am having trouble modeling shared writing. What do you do to move the lesson along so I don’t lose the focus of my students?”

 
(5) Engagement in knowledge building

Members engage in knowledge sharing and collectively build their knowledge base.  There are many times in a week that I go to ask my grade level teacher advice.  We work together as partners.  If I go to a seminar and find a fun interactive lesson using a new strategy, I will for sure tell her and other colleagues about it. When I am telling her about it, informal learning is taking place naturally. “Hey Kathy, I just went to a seminar on writing.  I have this cool graphic organizer to help our students write a narrative story. Do you have time for me to show it to you? I know you’ll think its great.”

(6) Individual’s negotiation and development of professional identities

A groups’ sense of professional identity makes a CoP strong.  With every lesson 

we teach, we gain more experience and together as a staff we improve our school as a whole.  CoP’s can influence each other to become better teachers.  This is like if I learned how to implement technology in my classroom using the Smartboard.  My influence would create curiosity in my colleagues and they would soon explore how it is used and then begin to incorporate it into their room. “Look at this cool lesson I made up with the Smartboard. My kids loved it.”  “OH cool, I want learn how to do that too.”  Sure, I’ll show you how after school.”

This article was useful to me in that it was very helpful for me to be able to read the qualitative data that was gathered in the form of conversation dialogue for each attribute.  I wasn’t real sure about what was meant by informal learning. On my reflection of the article, I now see how I have always taken for granted the importance of how much learning can take place in these informal meetings.   This article did a wonderful job clarifying to me the difference between formal and informal learning. I now think of formal learning as meetings that have a planned agenda, while informal meetings are natural conversations about happenings in our workplace and the experiences we share each day.  With my learning style, I thrive on these informal conversations with my colleagues.  I like to bounce ideas off to see what their perspective is on different issues.  By collaborating in this way, it brings out my creativity.

In conclusion, this article has brought to my attention that a CoP involves both work and learning. In order to form a CoP in your workplace, the members have to be dedicated to life long learning and be autonomous learners who are motivated to perform in order to improve their own profession through interactions with their colleagues.  Whether you’re a novice employee or a seasoned veteran, the learning never ends because it is embedded in practice. The common characteristics that serve as scaffolding for organizational learning is a genuine mental model for any organization that are thinking of building a community of practice in their workplace.  
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