From the Classroom
Learning Community

to a Web-Enabled
Community of Practice

nder the guidance and direction of

an involved facilitator, a classroom

learning community is able to
transform into a viable community of prac-
tice empowered by the intrinsic social net-
working capabilities of Web-enabled
applications. This evolutionary step is
made possible by an engaged mentor or
group-nominated peer who has a continu-
ing concern and interest about the direc-
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tion of a particular practice or profession.
Within both traditional and distance edu-
cation classrooms Web-enabled applica-
tions and technologies have greatly
assisted in the facilitation of these commu-
nities. Garrison, Anderson, and Archer
(2003) stated, “This new transactional era
of distance education has been largely
shaped by the ability of computer medi-
ated communication (CMC) to create a
community of learners at a distance”
(p.114). To clarify this progression it is
important to define a community of learn-
ing, define a community of practice, dis-
cuss the sources of a community of
practice, list Web-enabled applications that
may be used in communities of practice,
recognize the characteristics of a commu-
nity of practice, and discuss the impor-
tance of facilitation.

DEFINITIONS

One definition of a learning community
proposed by the organization Tele
Apprentissage Communautaire au Trans-
formatit (1998) notes that it is “a group of
students and at least one educator who, for
a while and motivated by common vision
and will, are engaged in the pursuit of
acquiring knowledge, abilities and atti-
tudes” (para. 1). This community of learn-
ing may exist in both traditional and
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distance venues with interaction varying
from almost nil to very involved, depend-
ing upon the design and structure of the
course. In describing a well designed
online community of learning Tu (2004)
noted, “Teammates communicating with
each other, learning together, searching for
resources, supporting each other, conduct-
ing team projects online, and solving real-
life problems have become important
activities in the learning process” (p. 4).

Communities of practice are defined by
Wenger (2002) as “groups of people who
share a concern, a set of problems, or a pas-
sion about a topic, and who deepen their
knowledge and expertise by interacting on
an ongoing basis” (p. 225). For example,
the community of practice may be able to
provide peer techniques, tactics, proce-
dures, or solutions for a given problem. Tu
(2004) found that, “Communities of prac-
tice (CoPs) are groups of people who share
similar goals, interests, and practices and,
in doing so, employ common practices,
work with the same tools, and express
themselves in a common language” (p. 17).

A classroom community of learning
appears to have a single-minded goal
which is the search or quest for knowl-
edge. A community of practice may be
viewed as sharing similar goals, but those
goals may differ between members, and
those goals may be achieved outside the
context of a traditional or virtual classroom
environment.

SOURCE OF A
COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE

A community of practice may have its
origin in the traditional or virtual class-
room. In the classroom environment stu-
dents socially interact with each other
within a community of learning for a sub-
stantial period of time over the course of a
semester or even longer. Abels (2005)
noted, “The classroom, in a sense, is the
workplace for many of the students, and as
Bennis and Slater (1969) point out, the

workplace becomes a temporary society”
(p. 145). After graduation, this workplace
ethic and mindset is transported into the
actual working environment. The close
relationship between current activity the-
ory and a community of practice is noted
by Polin (2004).

Building on seminal work by the Russian
psychologist Vygotsky (1978), current
activity theory is one model that
describes learning as the consequence of
interaction with people, objects, and cul-
ture, in goal-oriented, organized, collec-
tive effort (Engestrom, 1999). The
“community of practice” concept is a
closely related model that describes learn-
ing as a consequence of organized, goal-
directed, social activity (Lave & Wenger,
1991). For both models, in a healthy sys-
tem, the individual learns through a pro-
cess of enculturation into a slowly but
constantly evolving practice. (p. 18)

There is a perceptible change that
occurs as a learning community transitions
from a classroom environment to the
workplace where a community of practice
has the opportunity to thrive in a trans-
formed type of learning environment. In a
traditional classroom setting, students and
their associated community of learning are
geographically co-located. When students
become geographically separated upon
graduation the opportunity to participate
in a larger community of practice becomes
possible. Drawing a parallel to the non-tra-
ditional virtual classroom, students and
their associated online community of
learning are virtually colocated. When stu-
dents become virtually separated upon
graduation, the opportunity to participate
in a larger community of practice also
becomes possible.

Includedin thisrealm of resistanceare tra-
ditional institutions, professors, teachers,
and instructors that are satisfied with the
results of staying with the eighteenth cen-
tury chalkboard and teacher-centered
methodologies. They may not be aware of
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the possibilities of using technologies for
the purposes of a community of learning
or of practice, but once the free-flow
exchange of ideas begin to take place, the
outcomes could possibly sway some long-
standing negative opinions.

Educators working in corporate, health,
military, or other career organizations
should be cognizant of the exact point at
which an opportunity reveals itself to facil-
itate a learning community into a commu-
nity of practice. This opportunity takes
advantage of newfound incentives within
the community of practice for the individ-
ual. Addressing the motivation for more
uninhibited  participant  involvement
within a community of practice versus a
more restrictive classroom community of
learning, Kreijns, Kirschner, and Jochems
(2003) stated, “This is because nontask con-
texts are usually characterized by informal
and casual conversations often initiated by
impromptu encounters which deal with a
broad range of (task and nontask) subjects
allowing serendipitous opportunities for
getting acquainted” (p. 344). Now that stu-
dents are away from the pressure of a
classroom environment course graduates
may now become part of the less threaten-
ing nontask environment. It is incumbent
upon educators to exploit and facilitate
these opportunities to establish communi-
ties of practice in order to advance a prac-
tice or profession.

ENABLING TECHNOLOGIES FOR
COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE

Communities of practice that evolve from
a traditional or virtual classroom may be
supported by web-enabled technologies
and applications to facilitate engaging and
robust communities of practice. A commu-
nity of practice may be organized and
divided into structured areas of concern
using selected online applications that are
effective in their use. They may be updated
frequently utilizing e-mail lists, wikis, dis-
cussion threads, webinars, web portals or

conference calls in preparation for possible
face-to-face meetings or conferences. A
model for using these online technologies
and applications in preparation for an
annual conference is utilized by organiza-
tions such as the United States Distance
Learning Association (USDLA) or the Asso-
ciation for Educational Communications
and Technology (AECT).

Due to the increased availability and
accessibility of web-enabled applications, it
has become easier and more economical to
initiate informal learning among groups
who may not necessarily be members of
well-established professions. The World
Wide Web makes it easier for like-minded
individuals to form a new community of
practice that originates from a classroom
learning environment. Potential communi-
ties are waiting to be established in not
only in the education, corporate, military,
or health fields, but also in vocational and
technical fields of practice. These individu-
als seek to share and build upon practical
workplace knowledge within their com-
munity by providing such items as a
library of lessons-learned, advice, or men-
torship that may enhance their community
of practice as a whole. Kiekel and Cooke
(2005) note the impact of web-enabled
applications.

In particular, computer-mediated com-
munication and decision-making applica-
tions for teams are extremely varied and
ubiquitous, ranging from e-mail to shared
bulletin boards for classrooms to remote
conferencing. As the potential to put
these applications onto the Web becomes
better  exploited, computer-mediated
communication and coordination of
teams of individuals will become even
more widespread. (p. 100)

As an example, the National Weather
Service’s Cooperative Program for Opera-
tional Meteorology, Education and Train-
ing (COMET) discovered enabling
technologies during development of a
training program that greatly assisted in
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establishing a community of practice for
Science  Operations  Officers  (SOOs)
(Johnson, 2000). After in-residence train-
ing, the SOOs are geographically sepa-
rated to hundreds of different locations. To
enhance communications between the
SOOs, an online Training Resource Center
(TRC) was developed, containing training
materials and other useful information. In
describing the TRC, Johnson (2000) noted,
“Finally, we also believe that the TRC can
foster a greater sense of community in
which the SOOs share ideas and the more
experienced members mentor newer mem-
bers” (p. 24). A Web-enabled application
called the forum page proved useful in
maintaining the community of practice for
SOO0s. Johnson (2000) described, “The
Forum page is intended as a place for hold-
ing discussions that we feel are key to
building a community of practice among
the SOOs” (p. 24). As displayed in the
COMET example, trainers were able to rec-
ognize an opportunity to establish a com-
munity of practice for what originally
started in a traditional classroom commu-
nity of learning. After graduation, the
graduates were included in a web-enabled,
facilitated community of practice that
holds multiple discussion threads on vari-
ous topics (Johnson, 2000).

Web portals are also useful for the facili-
tation of a community of practice, as Gol-
beck, Alford, Alford, and Hendler (2005)
note: “portals in the traditional sense are
domain-specific pages that do not neces-
sarily have a search feature. The goal is to
provide users with a centralized place to
find links, newsgroups, and resources on a
topic” (p. 177). While web portals are used
by many different professions, the Depart-
ment of Defense (DOD) hosts communities
of practice for its diverse service compo-
nents. The limited access portals are the
Army Knowledge Online, Defense Knowl-
edge Online, Defense Online Portal,
MarineNet Portal, Navy Enterprise Portal,
and the Air Force Portal.

The Air Force Portal is accessed through
the “Air Force Knowledge Now’ website. It
is restricted to personnel who have access
to the .mil domain and a coded access card
verified by a card reader. “The Air Force
Knowledge Now communities of practice
are the official collaboration tool of the Air
Force” (AF Portal, n.d.). There are several
options regarding joining an Air Force
community of practice. An individual may
browse through the categories to deter-
mine which practice to join. Once a deci-
sion is made by a person on which
community of practice to join, he or she
may join an open community that may
require a second user login. A person
desiring membership may be required to
fill out an application to determine
whether or not membership to that com-
munity is beneficial to all parties. Member-
ship criteria are determined by the hosting
community of practice (AF Portal, n.d.).

CHARACTERISTICS OF A
COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE

The individual comes into a community of
practice through what could be conceptu-
ally considered as two membership
phases. The first membership phase is as
part of the classroom learning community,
where self-survival and self concerns may
take precedence over group concerns in
order to graduate from a course with a
passing grade. A transition is made during
the second membership phase, which
involves joining the more diverse commu-
nity of practice as Mayes (2002) noted,
“The individual now becomes defined
more by a group or community and their
motivation to learn is now derived from
the need to carry out the activities of the
group. Almost by definition, they are given
a reason to learn” (p. 169). The member
now has the characteristic of being defined
by the group. The second membership
phase community of practice supersedes
the first membership phase classroom
community of learning.
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Trying to coerce an individual to join a
community of practice against their will
may not necessarily work. Snyder, Wenger,
and De Sousa Briggs (2003) stated, “A cru-
cial characteristic of a community of prac-
tice is voluntary participation, because
without this a member is less likely to seek
or share knowledge; build trust and reci-
procity with others; or apply the commu-
nity’s knowledge in practice” (p. 20).
Simply assigning a person to a community
of practice does not necessarily mean that
a successful learning relationship will be
automatically achieved. Invoking a volun-
teer and sharing type of attitude among
members of the group would be an impor-
tant goal of the facilitators, mentors, and
group members themselves.

In setting up or designing a community
of practice, one of the desired characteris-
tics is to have an effective and engaging
group of members who collaborate with
each other by participating in an ongoing
communications process. A community of
practice design that is considerate in
achieving this characteristic is noted by
Snyder et al. (2003):

A community's effectiveness depends on
the strength of its three core structural
dimensions: its domain, community, and
practice. “Domain” refers to its focal
issues and the sense of members’ identity
with the topic. “Community” includes its
member relationships and the nature of
their interactions—levels of trust, belong-
ing, and reciprocity. “Practice” consists of
a repertoire of tools, methods, and
skills—as well as members’ learning and
innovation activities. (p. 17)

Understanding Snyder’s et al. (2003)
mechanism assists in establishing the criti-
cal elements of the domain, community, or
practice. Once identified for a given com-
munity of practice those elements are read-
ily identifiable with associated key
characteristics. These key characteristics
could then be addressed in the event any
of the dimensions might be deficient.

Another characteristic of a community
of practice is the individual’s collaborative
relationship with other members of the
community. Mayes (2002) reiterates Sny-
der’s et al. (2003) recognition of the com-
munity member’s important relationship
with the group. “With the concept of a
community of practice comes an emphasis
on the individual's relationship with a
group of people rather than the relation-
ship of an activity itself to the wider prac-
tice, even though it is the practice itself
that identifies the community” (Mayes,
2002, p. 169). Although the practice itself is
the main concern of the individual within
the community of practice, Mayes (2002)
made clear that the individual is still more
closely attuned to the relationships within
the group rather than with the main activ-
ity.

Not only must the individual become
cognizant of operating within a group
community model, but in doing so will
also progress to the next level of learning
and knowledge building. As Gonczi (2004)
stated,

Learners must develop generic capabili-
ties and dispositions (including the capac-
ity for ongoing learning as the nature of
their professional practice evolves and
expands) that will enable them to deal
with a range of complex situations, and to
do so in ways congruent with a set of
moral principles. These capabilities are
best developed through the knowledge
building undertaken during work in a
community of practice. (p. 33)

The community of practice is a vehicle
by which an individual may continue the
lifelong journey of learning. Wisher (2004)
noted, “Also, communities of practice natu-
rally arise at the workplace and within
one’s profession, both sources of lifelong
learning” (p. 188). It could be said that
members within a community of practice
are most likely to be lifelong learners.
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FACILITATION OF A

COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE

A critical component in achieving an ongo-
ing, successful, and viable community of
practice is a dedicated facilitator or set of
facilitators. As stated before, it could be a
mentor or group-nominated peer who
may be the most capable principal to guide
this community of practice and inquiry. In
discussing communities of practice that
utilize the online environment, Gunawar-
dena (2004) stated, “It is the ability to facili-
tate critical communities of inquiry that I
think is the single most important contri-
bution of this medium to distance learn-
ing” (p. 145).

A facilitator should be proactive in
attempts to communicate with community
of practice members. Items to address by
the facilitator could be the latest updates
regarding current events or issues, possible
webinars, and the maintenance of an accu-
rate e-mail roster list of active members. In
turn, the facilitator may use the commu-
nity of practice as a resource for its mem-
bers to assist in conducting research. The
facilitator could assist in establishing
experimental and control groups, provide
samples of convenience, presenting sur-
veys, and establishing formative and sum-
mative committees in the pursuit of
furthering the activities of the community
of practice. The facilitator should con-
stantly steer the group towards profes-
sional journals, articles by fellow members,
most recent guidance, and noted trends
from recognized experts in the field or pro-
fession.

A successful community of practice
must be designed to serve the precise
needs of its cohort members by imple-
menting suitable facilitation in order to
keep the dialogue and exchange of infor-
mation and ideas flowing in a learning
environment.

CONCLUSION

To clarify the progression from a commu-
nity of learning into a community of prac-
tice it is important to define a community
of learning, define a community of prac-
tice, discuss the sources of a community of
practice, list Web-enabled applications that
may be used in communities of practice,
recognize the characteristics of a commu-
nity of practice, and discuss the impor-
tance of facilitation. In establishing the
learning process within a community of
practice Gunawardena (2004) stated, “Lave
(1991) considers learning not as a process
of socially shared cognition that results in
the end in the internalization of knowl-
edge by individuals, but as a process of
becoming a member of a sustained com-
munity of practice” (p. 145). The desired
end result is to provide an accommodating
framework and set of conditions to pro-
mote learning. Ruopp (1993) noted, “A sup-
portive community of practice can help to
sustain the slow, stepwise process of ‘shift-
ing’ that eventually leads to a fundamental
transformation in teaching philosophy and
practice” (p. 143). A community of practice
can be identified through its origin in the
community of learning that exists in both
the traditional or nontraditional classroom.
Educators and mentors are a critical link in
this facilitation process through recogni-
tion of potential communities of practice
that are ready take the next step forward in
the learning process. A need for proper
and adequate facilitation is necessary to
maintain a viable Web-enabled community
of practice through working, learning, and
innovating.
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