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• providing skilled process facilitation to assist with emergence and development of the 
community of practice (intention, purpose, and process dynamic); and  

• tapping the authentic commitment and energy of the group itself. 
 
The members of the project’s communities have also shared: 
• passion and the desire to drive cultural change in the academy; and 
• issues, goals and imperatives that have crossed discipline boundaries. 
 
The project has also found that the involvement of staff who have experience of professional 
development in teaching and learning or leadership have enhanced to community disposition 
towards reflective practice and surfacing of process facilitation. The project team has leveraged the 
academic development unit alumni and friends as a capacity development and community of 
practice generation network. 
 
What relevance, if any, do communities of practice have in an academic context, or 
more specifically in a teaching and learning context? 
 
Communities of practice have flourished in many enterprise bases devoted to knowledge 
management however it became obvious through the project that it is an unfamiliar concept within 
a university context, and as such required conceptual unpacking.  Several hallmarks of community of 
practice functioning such as surfacing of tacit knowledge, sharing of professional practice and non 
discipline specific problem solving and cross disciplinary interaction are not always supported in the 
corporate university. Ironically there is a precedent within the academy that suggests a philosophic 
empathy with communities of practice through the concept of collegiality. 
 
Currently there is a strong sense of alienation or fragmentation in the academy and this has been 
evidenced again and again in the project through conversations in the communities of practice, 
through staff enrolled in coursework with CEDAM and also through the participants in the Practice in 
Leadership Workshop who were drawn from research universities across the sector. The community 
of practice model has been a useful ‘space’ and ‘container’ for working through unstable teaching 
and learning contexts at ANU. It offers potential as an integrative context for staff to make sense of 
an increasingly complex higher education environment.  
  
Communities of practice have the capacity to broaden the base of leadership in the academy and to 
effectively use and include the skills and abilities of staff irrespective of seniority or position in a 
higher education context. This leadership as a collaborative meaning-making process and has been 
amply demonstrated by project participants and through the Practice in Leadership Workshop. Beyond 
advancing the professional practice of individual practitioners, communities of practice offer the 
communicative space (Habermas 1996, Kemmis 2005) for collaborative development of practices 
and to address the practical problems issues impacting on the work of university staff. Schön (1995) 
has argued that universities focus on, and value highly the scholarship of discovery, (one of the four 
forms of scholarship identified by Boyer (1990)). However they do not appear to value the other 
areas of scholarship Boyer defined—application, integration and teaching, as highly. In the project’s 
experience communities of practice offer collaborative structures that enable university staff to 
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explore these areas of under-realised scholarship, and potentially to evolve new institutional 
epistemologies supportive of practice knowledge (Kemmis, 2005:395). 
 
What makes a community of practice distinct from a group or a network? 
 
At first during project establishment the team were not at all clear how communities of practice 
might differ from groups or networks or teams. We encountered several key people in the university 
who assumed that communities of practice already operated at a disciplinary or sub disciplinary 
level within the university.  This misunderstanding arises from a perception that sharing 
information and expertise or working in a common knowledge area constitutes a community of 
practice. This interaction may instead constitute a community of learning, but it is not a community 
of practice.  
 
The theory of communities of practice as advanced by Wenger and Lave (1991) focuses on social 
relations and participation through a community of practice that fosters competence, status and 
identity within the group. Wenger (1998) elaborated on this theory and indicated three dimensions 
of communities of practice: 
• mutual engagement; 
• joint enterprise; and 
• a repertoire of discourse and action. 
In reflecting on the development of the project’s communities a distinguishing factor between 
groups and communities of practice is the dimension of mutuality implicit in community— that is 
the reciprocal relations between interdependent entities. In particular the idea of through mutual 
engagement drawing on the complementary and diverse competences and perspectives of the 
membership. A group or a team may be engaged in joint enterprise, but joint enterprise is only one 
dimension of engagement in a community of practice. For the project’s communities the joint 
enterprise has also been based on mutual accountability, and as the communities have evolved so 
has the sense of mutual responsibility. 
 
The project’s communities through social interaction engage in informal learning (mutual group 
and individual learning) to integrate and synthesize their knowledge, skills and context 
understanding to effectively act as individuals within their workplaces and significantly as 
collaborative force or influence within the university. A further distinction between communities of 
practice and teams or groups is the collaborative nature of the engagement and activity, and a 
willingness to reflect and develop community effectiveness. 
 
Here is a summary of how the project team has characterised distinguishing features of its 
communities of practice. 
 
Informality 
The project’s communities of practice are not formally constituted entities. Their membership is 
voluntary. In most cases, the university has not been aware of their existence, until they have chosen 
to be known. The communities of practice are not part of organisational decision-making structures 
in the university. However structurally they enable a range of people with a variety of skills and 



CEDAM 2008  90 

knowledge, to work together through a joint enterprise, to contribute to the university working more 
effectively. 
 
Social capital 
The project’s communities of practice are creating social capital—a stock of active connections 
generated from trust, mutual understanding, and shared values and behaviours. Through linking 
their social capital members can leverage resources, ideas, information and knowledge within their 
community. This pooling and building of social capital can be conceived of as the stock (Fountain, 
1997) that is created when a group develops the ability to work together for mutually productive 
gains. 
 
Narration 
Narration (story telling) is an important knowledge sharing and knowledge generation factor in 
communities of practice. Stories featured heavily in Lave and Wenger’s (1990) accounts and have 
also been an important feature of sense-making and problem-solving in the Super Community of 
Practice. Narrative thought is subjective—it conveys an individual’s experience of the world. The 
reciprocal nature of the relationship between narrator and listeners favours an information 
exchange based on tacit understanding. Narration is temporally structured—a present conditioned 
by the possibilities of the future and the events of the past—as such it enables people to think about 
what ‘could’ be done, as much as what ‘is’ done. This form of inquiry uncovers meaning by 
excavating and illuminating not only the individual stories, but also the ‘shared story’. 
 
The Learning Model 
Learning is an act of membership in a community of practice. Members learn by constructing 
knowledge and negotiating meaning and are engaged in developing and exchanging social capital. 
In the project’s communities of practice: 
• Learning is a social phenomenon.  
• Knowledge creation is inseparable from practice—working out how to better support tutors, or 

what am I doing in my practice that fosters a research-led learning experience? 
• Being able to contribute within a community empowers people to learn.  
• Members are afforded opportunities to solve real problems in real learning situations. 
• There is individual learning and also shared learning4— a compounding and sharing of 

histories of learning that weaves a powerful bond within a community of practice.  
• Knowledge is created collaboratively through working together towards a common purpose.  
• Communities of practice surface tacit knowledge through engaging members in relevant 

decisions and practices. Tacit knowledge is personal knowledge built through experience rather 

                                                
4 Further work is needed to unravel the area of shared learning and follow-up in this area in terms of evidence. 
So how do we define learning by a group? Is it different from the learning by an individual?  For this project 
developing communities has been underpinned by two strands—the development of understanding and the 
development of capabilities. Michael Eraut guided us to see that understanding can be inferred from evidence 
of reasons or rationale for actions or decisions taken by the community. And capabilities can be inferred or 
attributed from actions taken as a group, (capabilities of the group can be greater or lesser than that of an 
individual). The project ran out of time to translate these distinctions into its evaluation design. 
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than through books. It is difficult to articulate and can consist of beliefs, opinions, sensibilities, 
attitudes, ways of doing things—that are often expressed in stories and anecdotes. Through 
externalising this tacit knowledge the community generates new explicit knowledge.  

 
Participation in knowledge production for our communities is a mingling of different voices, 
experiences and sources of insight—a real dialogue in which knowledge is contested and explored. 
In this form of learning the community re-negotiates meaning, enriches context, produces new 
knowledge and often produces artefacts from its creative process.  
 
Addressing the extra-individual dimensions of practice 
Stephen Kemmis (in press) argues that a community of practice in the public sphere opens a 
communicative space that enables its members to ‘thematise and explore problems and issues of 
practice’ and the consequences of practice. Collaboratively members can also consider changing 
what he calls the extra-individual features of practice, that is the cultural, historical, structural, and 
systemic aspects of practice as well. During 2007 the project’s communities of practice have begun to 
engage the wider university community around the extra-individual features of practice in a variety 
of ways through development of new resources, participating in forums, initiating dialogues with 
senior university staff and through contributing to university direction setting on how educational 
values are embodied in practice.  
 
How can we know when a CoP is working? 
 
The Project Team considered the following as indicators of a community functioning as a 
community of practice: 
• Effective trust: when the membership have forged the necessary trust to enable sharing, 

disclosure and learning to occur.  
• Shared purposes: when the membership has generated and is working towards a shared 

purpose, goals, and implementing processes and activities to achieve them. 
• Practice: when there is an explicit purposeful focus on improving practice among the members 

of the community of practice. 
• Identity: when people identify as a member, ‘I belong here’, the community of practice exists 

because people recognise they belong to it.  
• Learning: when the membership is engaged in mutual learning from and about practice. 
• Social capital: when the membership is developing and leveraging each others skills, abilities 

and knowledge. 
Continuity and persistence are not seen as necessary indicators of a community of practice 
functioning by the project team. The lifespan of a community will depend on its purpose and purpose 
will determine duration. The community’s purpose will define different mixes of elements in any 
community of practice formation and evolution. 
 
The running order in the above indicators does imply a hierarchy, with the factor of trust being pre-
requisite for any further progression in the community of practice evolutionary dynamic. The 
indicators outlined represent a continuum of possibility, and for each community, different 
indicators, perhaps in varying order, can manifest over time. These indicators became critical for 
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the Teaching and Learning Communities Project in considering how to accelerate the evolution of a 
community of practice, when the team instigated the Super Community of Practice. 
 

 
Diagram: CoP Development Model 

 

What are the phases in CoP development? 
 
The project has not unearthed fixed stages in community of practice development, rather as the 
diagram above suggests, it is more subtle and dynamic trajectory. In the ANU Project the point of 
contact named in this model is cultivation-resourcing role that has been undertaken by project staff. 
The model premises a series of transitions in relation to the role ADU staff (or others) play in 
resourcing the community of practice. This phase model highlights transitions in autonomy and 
direction by a community and the shift from being reactive to becoming fully self directed. In this 
developmental trajectory there is a sliding shift in the skills and abilities of members of the 
community and also a corresponding shift in metal models and attitudes.  
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What are the key indicators of CoP processes? 
 
How members work together in communities of practice is as important as what they are working 
towards achieving. In the project’s experience of resourcing the Super CoP, there was an attempt to 
embed the following processes as a way of building and sustaining the dynamic of a community of 
practice. 
 
Dialogue: a shared exploration of issues to build greater understanding, connection, or possibility. 
In the Super Community of Practice the project has based the interaction on processes that revolve 
around questions, inquiry, listening, uncovering personal assumptions and those of others, and 
suspending judgement. 
 
Shared facilitation: in the community of practice facilitators are guardians of process; they uphold 
the community’s own agreements about engagement and process.  Dialogue for instance simply 
doesn’t just occur…especially in the context of academia where discipline skills tend towards 
debate. Additionally in a professional domain there is little incentive to develop emotional 
sensitivity and enhance personal capacity to work with people more effectively. The person 
facilitating needs to encourage active listening, elicit a range of perspectives, and model appreciative 
inquiry. In Super CoP members were: 
• encouraged to take responsibility for group facilitation;  
• made aware of process facilitation and the practice of designing such processes; and 
• mentored and exposed to others modelling good facilitation practices. 
 
Sitting with uncertainty: processes to assist communities to resist quick solutions or easy answers 
to issues, to sit with uncertainty and discomfort. This is a discipline in ongoing commitment to 
openness and learning, to encourage participants to take both time and risks in pursuing their joint 
enterprise and in developing their social capital. 
 
Reflection: as a practice refers to the surfacing, criticizing, restructuring, and testing of 
understandings and practice of personal and group experience. In the project’s Super community of 
practice setting it is cultivated as a discipline and invitation to think deeply about what and how the 
community does things so it can act with more insight and effectiveness in the future. It has been an 
important component of capacity building as it supports learning and co-learning. Finally reflection 
develops a tolerance of ambiguity and uncertainty, and guards against reductive thinking. 
 
Being present: in community this is more than turning up, it is about being in the moment in non-
judgemental awareness. It concerns the inner work of participants—a personal learning that invites 
people to allow their authentic self to emerge. Participation in a community invites, and in some 
ways requires a willingness to be open and to share with others. 
 



CEDAM 2008  94 

Differences between the Super CoP & other project communities of 
practice? 
 
Super CoP members report that their experience in Super CoP is qualitatively different from their 
participation in the primary communities of practice that they resource. They have also discussed 
the difficulty of translating the Super CoP’s interactions and feeling to other groups. 
 
In some of the reflective activities members have sought to isolate what the distinguishing features 
of Super Community of Practice are and the attributes follow: 
• The domain of the Super Community of Practice is understanding how to resource and evolve 

communities of practice and build distributed leadership capacity. 
• The Super Community of Practice meetings have been underpinned by a clear capacity 

development program and also by intentional design and surfacing of process facilitation. 
• The capacity agenda has been based on both members identified needs and interests and on the 

project’s understanding of required skills and knowledge. 
• The Super Community of Practice has meet at regular fortnightly intervals. 
• Several activities of Super CoP such as the ‘singing workshop’ and the PILW are seen by the 

membership as defining bonding experiences.  
• The Super Community of Practice is a learning partnership between the ADU project staff and 

the members drawn from other communities of practice. 
• There is an explicit commitment to learning in the Super Community of Practice. 
• There is a commitment to nourishing the interaction through place, catering and welcoming by 

CEDAM. 
 
From our experience given that communities of practice are about inner and collaborative 
transformation such work needs to occur in a safe environment. It is preferable that the place ‘to get 
together’ is outside of the personal work area. In community engagement this space is active as it 
supports both communal and personal engagement. A safe space/container for engagement enables 
people to surface their assumptions, to challenge mental models and beliefs. In action learning 
processes people can feel vulnerable and exposed, a safe environment fosters an openness to learn. It 
is a space that enables flow—flows of information, of people, and of meaning making.  So 
environment is critical as is nourishment being provided in tangible form—lunch, afternoon tea, 
and nibbles.  
 
Staff working to resource and support a community needs to also ‘work’ the space between meetings, 
to have one-on-one meetings with individuals from time to time and to link members with helpful 
resources. Follow-up phone calls, e-mail exchanges, or problem-solving conversations also 
strengthen the relationships within the community.




