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Communities of Practice: An Introduction 

For Education Practitioners 

If you have ever been part of a study group, or a professional development club, chances are                 

that you have already experienced being part of a community of practice. The concept of               

practising or learning as a community is not new, although it has taken on a specific shape in                  

recent times, especially in the field of education.  

 

By definition, a community of practice — also known as a CoP — is a group of people who share                    

a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact                   

regularly (Wenger-Treyner 2015). Originally developed by Lave and Wenger (1991), it describes            

a learning theory with a strong relationship to the social construction of knowledge. It could be                

thought of as a collective social practice that links individuals together across official             

organizational boundaries and departments and makes up a community. 

 

An example of a community of practice would be a group of engineers who meet regularly, and                 

where the experts help guide the novices in informal ways. Or, perhaps, a group of teachers                

who meet every week to swap success stories or new strategies. Communities of practice rely               

on situated theories of knowledge—that is, “the idea that knowledge is a property enacted by               

groups of people over time in shared practices, rather than the idea that knowledge is a                

cognitive residue in the head of an individual learner” (Hoadley 2003). Put simply, this theory               

holds that knowledge does not simply live inside a single person, but is in fact created when a                  

group of people share and brainstorm with each other. 

 

According to Wenger-Treyner, the key distinguishing characteristics of a CoP are that            

membership of a CoP is voluntary, and their goals and objectives tend to be fluid. There are                 

three elements in particular that constitute a community of practice: 
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Primarily referring to a 

shared domain of interest, 

this aspect of a CoP implies 

that members share a 

competence in one particular 

domain — be that teaching, 

engineering, or reading. 

The community aspect of a 

CoP takes the form of joint 

activities, discussions, mutual 

support, and sharing of 

information. While members 

of the community might work 

separately, they regularly 

interact with and learn from 

each other. 

A CoP is not merely a 

community of interest, it is 

also a group of practitioners. 

Together, members develop 

a shared repertoire of 

resources: experiences, 

stories, tools, ways of 

addressing recurring 

problems—in short, a shared 

practice. This takes time and 

sustained interaction.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

4 



 

How is a CoP different from a team? 

Communities of practice are commonly confused with other types of teams and focus groups. 

Below is a chart outlining the difference between communities of practice and other functional 

teams (Smith & McKeen 2003): 

 

  Communities of Practice Formal Teams 

Objective To share knowledge and  

promote learning in a  

particular area 

To complete specific  

projects 

Organization Informal, self-organizing,  

leadership varies according to  

the issues; 

Hierarchical with a  

project  

leader/manager 

Termination Evolves; disbands only when  

there is no interest 

When the project is  

completed (in some  

cases, a team may  

evolve into a  

community) 

Value Proposition Group discovers value in  

exchanges of knowledge and  

information 

Group delivers value  

in the result it  

produces. 

Management Making connections between  

members; ensuring topics are  

fresh and valuable. 

Coordination of many  

interdependent tasks. 
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CoP in Education 

As we have seen, CoPs can be a powerful form of professional learning in education, since they                 

create spaces where stakeholders working in a common field have the opportunity to engage in               

worthwhile conversations and actions about the nature and direction of their work.  

 

In Hadar and Brody (2010) proposed a four-layered model for the effectiveness of CoP in               

teacher education, where each layer is prerequisite to the following, although the model can be               

used for examining CoPs in other contexts as well. The model proposed four stages: a) breaking                

isolation, where members created a safe space for discussion, b) talking about student learning,              

where members center their focus areas, c) improvement in teaching, where members are able              

to see changes in their practice, and d) professional growth, a dynamic goal towards which the                

community continually works. 

 

 

Image 1: A graphical representation of Hadar and Brody’s model (2010) 

 

Apart from these group dynamics they also proposed individual stages of progress and             

regression — a member might switch from anticipation and withdrawal, for example, with             

“talking about student learning” being a factor in driving them from withdrawal to awareness              

or dispositional change. It is important to note, thus, that members are likely to feel both ups                 
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and downs in their journey in a CoP, making the evolution of a CoP dynamic. 

 

Thinking about communities of practice in the context of working with a stakeholder, say              

teachers, a number of specific ideas come to light. For example, Patton and Parker (2017)               

synthesize multiple scholar’s works about teacher professional learning and point out a few             

factors of any CoP designed to facilitate teacher change:  

● teacher learning is most relevant when it focuses on teachers' work in schools with              

young people and is specific to the context where the teaching occurs; 

● teacher inquiry communities foster a collaborative setting whereby teachers can          

examine and transform what happens in their classrooms;  

● teachers are more willing to take risks, reflect on their failures, and share successful              

programs and practice when they are involved in a CoP; and  

● student-centered goals should underpin all forms of teacher learning. 

 

Scholars are careful to suggest that CoPs are not the only recipe for effective professional               

learning, but as Patton and Parker (2017) observe, a CoP built on the values of trust, mutual                 

learning and support, is not only able to break through the isolation and the competitive norms                

of a shared workplace, but also provide a collaborative environment where members were             

committed to their own learning, inspiring an overall growth in their workplace or institution.  
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