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Participants will. . . 

1. Use a set of core principles to assess their current level of implementation of 
communities of practice. 

2. Explore next actions to refine and extend their use of communities of practice based on 
their assessment of their current level of implementation and their learning within the 
session. 

3. Examine the attributes of “problems of practice” appropriate for communities of 
practice within schools. 

4. Examine the infrastructure of several communities of practice that establish the ways 
they approach their work to achieve results for members and students. Identify 
common challenges associated with implementation of communities of practice and 
generate approaches to handling the challenges. 

5. Identify common challenges associated with implementation of communities of practice 
and generate approaches to handling the challenges. 
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So, my claim is that the greatest influence on student progression in learning is having highly expert, inspired and 
passionate teachers and school leaders working together to maximize the effect of their teaching on all students in 
their care. There is a major role for school leaders: to harness the expertise in their schools and to lead successful 
transformations. There is also a role for the system: to provide the support, time and resources for this to happen. 
Putting all three of these (teachers, leaders, system) together gets at the heart of collaborative expertise.  
 
Effect size of collaborative expertise = 1.57 
 

Hattie, 2015, What Works Best in Education: The Politics of Collaborative Expertise 
 

A strong community helps people develop a sense of true self, for only in community can the self 
exercise and fulfill its nature: giving and taking, listening and speaking, being and doing. But 
when community unravels and we lose touch with one another, the self atrophies, and we lose 
touch with ourselves as well. Lacking opportunities to be ourselves in a web of relationship, our 
sense of self disappears, leading to behaviors that further fragment our relationships and 
spread the epidemic of inner emptiness. Parker Palmer, a Hidden Wholeness 
 

Begin at the beginning 
 

1. What is a community of practice? 
2. What other names are associated with this concept and what are the differences? 
3. When did communities of practice begin? 
4. What are the principles underlying communities of practice and what values compete 

with the success of communities of practice? 
5. How are communities of practice launched? 
6. What challenges do communities of practice encounter and how can those challenges 

be addressed? 
7. What are the stages of development of communities of practice? 
8. What are the responsibilities of leaders within and outside the community?  
9. How are communities of practice sustained? 
10. What are the core responsibilities of members of communities of practice? 
11. What do communities of practice do? 
12. What are examples of the work that occurs within communities of practice? 
13. How does our current work compare with this concept of communities of practice? 
14. What can we learn from others’ communities of practice? 
15. How might we use this information to initiate, strengthen, or upgrade our communities 

of practice? 
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Communities of practice defined 
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Benefits of communities of practice, teacher collaboration, learning 
communities, etc. 

 
Explore the evidence about the effects and benefits of communities of practice/collaborative 
communities/PLCs provided here and on previous pages. Which would persuade the following 
audiences? Explain your thinking. 
 

• Board members 

• Teachers, especially those less willing to collaborate 

• Administrators 

• Teacher leaders who have responsibility for facilitating communities 

• Parents 

 

Talent wins games, team work wins championships. Michael Jordan 

 
Hattie reports the effect size of teacher collaboration. When teachers are: 

• working together to evaluate their impact (0.93); 
• moving from what students know now towards explicit success criteria (0.77); 
• building trust and welcoming errors as opportunities to learn (0.72); 
• getting maximum feedback from others about their effect (0.72); 
• getting the proportions of surface to deep learning correct (0.71); 
• using the Goldilocks principles of challenge (the challenges must be not too big, not too 

small but just right); and 
• using deliberate practice to attain these challenges (0.60). 

Hattie, 2015, p. 26. 
 
 

Troen & Boles (2012) report, “When teachers work in successful teams, they get group 
assistance with problem solving; together they examine student work, address issues of class 
management, learn a new curriculum, provide support for new teachers, and give veteran 
teachers roles as mentors. And they have an opportunity to observe each other at work in 
order to improve their own practice. What teachers are unable to accomplish alone, or only 
with great difficulty, they can accomplish more successfully in a team. There’s also enough very 
good evidence to indicate that teachers who work in teams get more enjoyment and self-
fulfillment from teaching as they see their own practice improve, and along with increased job 
satisfaction comes the increased likelihood of a longer career in teaching. Perhaps the most 
compelling reason of all: when teachers collaborate, their students do better” (p. 7-8).  
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“Silos of practice and silos of research characterize reform efforts in education. Currently we fail 
to tap the extraordinary capacities embedded in large networks to innovate and improve. 
Imagine if we were better able to leverage the enormity of the education enterprise and the 
creativity and commitments of its professionals—constantly experimenting, trying something 
new, aiming to do better by our students. Networks organize around common conceptual 
frameworks, informed by common measures, and embracing the rudiments of disciplined 
inquiry open extraordinary possibilities for accelerating our learning to improve. The 
possibilities here dwarf even the most optimistic outcomes that we could imagine from our 
current research efforts” (Bryk, Gomez, Grunow, and LeMathieu, p. 168). 
 
 
What rationale/explanation would you give to the following stakeholders to influence their 
thinking about communities of practice? 
 

• Board members 

• Teachers, especially those more hesitant to be collaborative 

• Administrators 

• Teacher leaders who have responsibility for facilitating communities 

• Parents 
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Principles of communities of practice 
Principles Description/Examples 
Learning through knowledge 
generation and sharing 
 
 

 

Tapping gifts 
 
 
 

 

Disciplined inquiry 
 
 
 

 

Collaboration 
 
 
 

 

Transformation 
 
 
 

 

Possibility 
 
 
 

 

Ownership/Autonomy 
 
 
 

 

Dissent 
 
 
 

 

Value/Impact 
 
 
 

 

Rapid continuous 
improvement 
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Stages of development within community of practice  
 
The jagged line represents the level of energy and visibility that the community typically 
generates over time. 

 
 

 
Wenger, E., McDermott, R., & Synder, W. (2002). Cultivating communities of practice. Boston: Harvard 
Business School Press, p. 69. 

 
 
 
What insights does the stages of development diagram offer about our own communities of 
practice? 
 
 
 
How will knowing about the stages of development and the levels of energy and visibility help 
us launch or upgrade our communities of practice? 
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Characteristics of community stages of development 
Stage Characteristics Supports 
Potential   

Coalescing   

Maturing   

Stewardship   

Transformation   
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Launching, upgrading, or revitalizing communities of practice* 
Communities of practice require simultaneous emphasis on its three core elements. 
Each is vitally important to the success of the community and requires unique types of 
attention and support. Imbalance in one area can threaten the community’s existence. 
 
Domain of knowledge 

• What do we want to learn? 
• What topics and issues do we really care about? 
• How is this community connected to the parent organization? 
• What is in it for us? 
• What are the open questions and the leading edge of our community? 
• Are we ready to take leadership in promoting and developing our domain? 
• What kind of influence do we want to have? 

 
 

Community 
• Who can be a member? 
• What roles do members play? 
• How often does the community meet? 
• How do members connect? 
• How are new members introduced to the community?  
• How do members exit the community?  
• What kind of work will generate energy and build trust? 
• How can the community balance the needs of various members? 
• How will members deal with conflict? 

 
 

Practice 
• What knowledge will members develop, share, investigate, document, etc.? 
• What kinds of learning activities will the community undertake? 
• How will the community’s knowledge repository be organized to reflect the 

community’s unique contribution? 
• How will the community access its knowledge repository? 
• What projects will the community undertake? 
• Where will the community find sources of knowledge and benchmarks outside of 

the community? 
*adapted from Wegner, McDermott, & Synder, 2002 
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Problems of Practice 
Columbus City Schools  Columbus, Ohio 

https://www.google.com/search?client=safari&rls=en&q=problem+of+practice&ie=UTF-
8&oe=UTF-8# 

 
 
A combination of data and dialogue is used to identify an instructional issue. If students are not 
being successful in an area, what could we do differently as professionals to ensure that each 
student is successful and that our time is spent more effectively?  A Problem of Practice should 
be the focus of staff attention. Teachers will need training and continued support to address a 
meaningful Problem of Practice. It is something staff genuinely doesn’t know how to do and is 
trying to learn more about and get better at. A rich Problem of Practice: 

• focuses on the instructional core (What teachers and students are doing and the 
content being addressed). 

• is directly observable. 
• is actionable (is within the school’s/district’s control and can be improved in real time). 
• connects to a broader strategy of improvement (school, feeder pattern, system). 
• is high-leverage (if acted on, it would make a significant difference for student learning). 
• is deep learning (e.g., higher levels on Bloom’s) promoted by this POP for both teachers 

and students? 
In short, the problem of practice is something that you care about that would make a difference 
for student learning if you improved it. 
 
Some general considerations to think about when identifying this “problem of practice” 
include the following: 

1. What does data (both qualitative and quantitative) tell us? 
2. What is there that, if done by everyone, could serve as an umbrella for a number of the 

teaching and learning strategies we have in our school plan? 
3. What can have the most positive effect on what students do, what teachers do and the 

quality of the work that students are producing? 
4. Is what we are considering as a “problem of practice” something that we can control? 
5. Is what we are considering observable? 
6. Is the “problem of practice” we are considering supportive of other school and district 

efforts? 
 
The statement of the Problem of Practice should be a description of an issue--a few sentences 
describing what is happening that is problematic. A brief generalization about the data that led 
the team to the specific issue it chose is an appropriate introduction. The focus questions are 
generated after the POP has been determined and described. These questions will likely be 
revised as the staff gains insight about their issue (from professional development and early 
implementation actions etc.). The questions provide guidance to observers on what they should 
be seeing as a result of staff successfully addressing the POP. They have been included here 
primarily to emphasize the fact that addressing a Problem of Practice involves all three 
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components of the instructional core: what the teacher is doing, what the students are doing, 
and the content. Your staff’s initial focus questions should be part of your building’s Problem of 
Practice statement even though your questions will likely change as staff begins addressing 
your POP.  
 

Sample Problems of Practice 
1. High Expectations. Achievement data indicates our students are generally not performing at the 

level needed to meet state standards. Data from our CRTs and walkthroughs indicate that 
students are held to different expectations in different settings and, at times, the expectations 
are too low.  Teachers are unsure of what students are capable of.  Teachers fear that if they set 
their expectations too high, students will be frustrated by the challenge. The staff has decided to 
learn ways to build scaffolding activities into their lessons so students get the support they need 
to meet higher expectations. Focus Questions: What evidence of high expectations for all 
students do you see in the kinds of tasks students are asked to do and in the work they 
produce? Do you see evidence of high expectations in student participation in the lesson? What 
is the teacher doing that sends a message of both high expectations and student support  
promoting academic achievement for all students? 
 

2. Student Engagement. We have hypothesized that the root cause of our below state standards 
student achievement is that a lack of student engagement is inhibiting student learning. 
Engagement varies greatly between classes and among students, but the building has large 
numbers of students demonstrating a disconnection to class work. Teachers fear that making 
the lessons “fun,” would cause them to dilute their expectations for achievement. Teachers are 
seeking training and support to improve their success at engaging students and meeting high 
academic standards. Focus Questions: What level of productive engagement do you see 
between the students and the tasks they have been given?  Do some tasks appear to generate 
greater student engagement than others? Among students, who seems engaged, bored, lost, 
discouraged or disinterested? How do you see teachers promoting student engagement during 
the lesson? 

 
3. Building a community of learners by focusing on productive student group work. Low student 

achievement across content areas and lack of student interest in learning suggest that we need 
to investigate different instructional approaches. The staff is aware of research on the 
effectiveness of students working in groups, both on achievement and attitude toward learning, 
especially in urban settings. The staff has found that its efforts to design and implement projects 
involving students working together have resulted in chaos and little productive learning. The 
staff is struggling with how to design and implement productive lessons which are focused on 
students working collaboratively to achieve high levels of successful learning. Focus Questions: 
How are groups working? Are students helping each other learn? Is learning a mutual endeavor 
in groups? What level of significant learning do you see for both groups and individuals? How do 
the assignments support effective group learning? What teacher behaviors support productive 
group learning? 

 
4. Increasing the variety of teaching strategies used in classrooms. Our test data indicate a need 

to change our instructional methods in order to be more successful with the students we serve. 
Although teachers make an effort to make their classes interesting to students, the 
overwhelming majority of classes are teacher-centered and dependent upon worksheets. 
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Teachers have felt the need to concentrate on this kind of instruction because of classroom 
management issues. We are struggling as a staff to incorporate a greater variety of teaching 
strategies without losing control of our classrooms.  Focus Questions: What evidence do you see 
that teachers are using a variety of strategies to make content concepts clear (that is modeling, 
using visuals, differentiating instruction, providing hands-on activities, using body language and 
gestures, using or providing for students the use of native languages, structured use of 
classroom assistants)? Is there variety in the nature of work students are asked to do? Are 
students responding positively to the variety of strategies and, consequently, learning more? 

 
5. Encouraging and scaffolding student thinking. Students have been acclimated to expect to do 

only low-level thinking and work as defined in Bloom’s taxonomy. Although staff is convinced of 
the need to increase rigor, students are easily frustrated and quickly give up. The staff is 
struggling with ways to provide the kind of scaffolding to students that will increase their sense 
of efficacy and result in their exhibiting perseverance in pursuing higher order tasks and 
answering questions involving higher order thinking. Focus Questions: What is the task that 
students have been given? What have students been asked to do that will result in thinking and 
learning? What, if any, probing questions do teachers ask to push, stretch and support student 
thinking? 

 
6. Equitable distribution of questions and student work across Bloom’s taxonomy. Our test 

results indicate that students do not perform well on questions beyond simple recall. 
Walkthroughs have provided evidence that the focus of teacher questioning is overwhelmingly 
at the knowledge level of Bloom’s taxonomy. The staff is interested in becoming more 
competent at constructing meaningful higher order questions as well as increasing the 
frequency of use of such questions.  Focus Questions: What evidence do you see of the use of all 
levels of Bloom’s taxonomy in questions and student work? Are students being given questions 
or work that causes them to work and think at all these levels? Are teachers ensuring that all 
students are answering these questions? 

 
7. Increasing rigor in classrooms and supporting students in achieving higher levels of rigorous 

work. Our building test data indicates that our students are not achieving at the same levels nor 
progressing as much each year as the average student in the state. An analysis of the work we 
provide to our students has indicated that it is not as rigorous as state standards demand; 
however, we have found it difficult to increase our demands on students without putting them 
at risk of failure. As a staff, we are struggling to successfully increase the rigor in our classrooms 
while providing the support to students needed for them to be successful. To gain more 
implementation ideas, we are planning to participate in a variety of professional development 
activities focused on creating rigorous work for students while also promoting student 
engagement.  Focus Questions: What examples of rigor do you see in the work students are 
being given to do? Do you see students being pushed so that the work is challenging but 
doable? In other words, are students being stretched and forced to use their brains to problem 
solve and do high level work? Do you see examples of scaffolding being used by teachers to 
enable all students to meet the rigor requirements? 
 

8. Relevance of school work. Students do not perform well on the state achievement tests and 
appear bored and disconnected in our classrooms despite our best attempts to provide quality 
instruction. In student surveys, there is a significant majority of our students who claim that the 
material taught in our classrooms has no connection to their out-of-school lives. As a staff, we 
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struggle to find ways to make the material in the state standards relevant to our students. We 
have committed ourselves to creating lessons more relevant to our students by using 
activities/tasks that connect to students’ cultural lives, the world of work, and everyday problem 
solving to engage more of our students. Focus Questions: How is the work being made relevant 
to all students? How do teachers connect the work to students’ prior knowledge and 
experiences? Does it appear to be clear to students how the work or task is or will be relevant to 
their daily and future lives? 

 
City, Elizabeth A., Elmore, Richard F., Fiarman, Sarah E, and Teitel, Lee, Instructional Rounds in Education: A 
Network Approach to Improving Teaching and Learning, Harvard Education Press, Spring, 2009 
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Nested model of collaboration within schools 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

What does the model suggest about frequency, impact, and membership in communities of 
practice? 
 
 
 
 
Based on your experience, how well does the model reflect your current reality? 
 
 
 
 
What questions does the model raise for you? 
 
 
 
 

CoP

NIC

PLC

Department/Grade level

Project team/Committee

Social network

Acquaintances

Improvement in students, 
professional practice, and 

school/community 

Improvement in self, status, 
personal identity 
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Levels of participation 

 

 
Resources for Social Learning BEWenger http://wenger-trayner.com/resources/ 

 
1. What insights do the levels offer? 

 
2. Who are members in the inner core and outer circles in your communities? 

 
3. What happens when there are more in the outer circles? How does it influence the 

inner core? 
 

4. How do you promote more active engagement closer to the center? 
 

5. Who are the leaders and what are their responsibilities and necessary attributes? 
 
 
  

occasional

transactional

peripheral

active 

coordinator

core group

lurkers

leaders

sponsors

experts

beginners

support

outsiders

Levels of participation
a common picture clients

Etienne and Beverly Wenger-Trayner
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Diseases within communities of practice 
 

“The more quickly a community—or those leading and supporting it—can see a disorder 
emerging, the sooner they can act to correct it. Successful communities acknowledge their 
weaknesses and leverage this awareness to spur their growth and reaffirm their long-term 
viability.” Wenger, McDermott, & Synder, p. 150 

 
• Egalitarianism 

 
• Imperialism 

 
• Disconnectedness 

 
• Stratification 

 
• Dependence 

 
• Mediocrity 

 
• Amnesia 

 

• Dogmatism 
 

• Individualism 
 

• Competition 
 

• Compliance 
 

• Laissez faire leadership 
 

• Shift focus 
 

• Others 

 
Which diseases are most prevalent within communities of practice you work with? How can you 
support the communities to eradicate these diseases and to prevent them from occurring in 
others?  
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Work within communities of practice 
Plan-Do-Study-Act 

 

 
https://www.saiglobal.com/business-improvement/process/programs/pdsa.htm 

 
 

Within school communities what does each step include? Be specific. 
 
Plan        Do 
 
 
 
 
 
Study        Act 
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Continuous improvement cycle 

 
 
 
 
 

Hirsh & Crow, Becoming a Learning Team, p. 18 

Source: 
Becoming a 
Learning Team:  
A Guide to a 
Teacher-Led 
Cycle of 
Continuous 
Improvement 
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Lifecycle phases for communities of practice* 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Inquire: Through a process of exploration and inquiry, identify the audience, purpose, goals, 
and vision for the community.  

Design: Define the activities, technologies, group processes, and roles that will support the 
community’s goals.  

Prototype: Pilot the community with a select group of key stakeholders to gain commitment, 
test assumptions, refine the strategy, and establish a success story.  

Launch: Roll out the community to a broader audience over a period of time in ways that 
engage newcomers and deliver immediate benefits.  

Grow: Engage members in collaborative learning and knowledge sharing activities, group 
projects, and networking events that meet individual, group, and organizational goals while 
creating an increasing cycle of participation and contribution.  

Sustain: Cultivate and assess the knowledge and “products” created by the community to 
inform new strategies, goals, activities, roles, technologies, and business models for the future.  
*National Learning Infrastructure at EDUCAUSE. (2005). Community of practice design guide: A step-by-
step guide for designing & cultivating communities of practice. 
https://library.educause.edu/resources/2005/1/community-of-practice-design-guide-a-stepbystep-
guide-for-designing-cultivating-communities-of-practice-in-higher-education 
 
How do we support CoP at each stage of the lifecycle?  

Launch 

Inquire 

Design 

Prototype 

Grow 
Sustain 

En
er

gy
, c

om
m

itm
en

t, 
an

d 
vi

si
bi

lit
y 

Time 
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Levels of work within communities of practice 
Communities of practice engage in meaningful, results-focused work that gives 
members purpose, passion, and persistence and generate benefits that are 
important to each member as well as to the community as a whole. Not all work 
within a community meets these criteria, and as a result. When these conditions 
for the type of work are not met, the void creates imbalance in member 
commitment, perceived value, and effort, and the community’s essence is in 
jeopardy. 
 
CoPs focus on learning and improving current circumstances to increase 
belonging, performance, outcomes, and satisfaction. Not all work within a team 
of people merits the attention of a community of practice. Some is more 
appropriate for other types of groups of people.  
 
 
Levels of collaboration (Little, 1990) 
Storytelling and scanning for ideas: Teachers share their account of practice and complaints. In 
this stage, the exchange is not deep. The stages of storytelling and scanning focus on problem 
solving.  
 
Aid and assistance: Teachers provide help when they were asked by their colleagues. Teachers 
offer little evaluation and do not interfere with the activities of other teachers. In aid and 
assistance relationships, deep associations are not established.  
 
Sharing: Teachers share much information about themselves. In sharing, teachers utilize a large 
number of resources and knowledge. Also, by sharing, teachers exchange ideas frequently and 
provide suggestions related to the work of other teachers. However, teachers make little effort 
to work together.  
 
Joint work: Teachers develop deep and rich associations with their colleagues. Joint work also 
allows teachers to develop productive relationships. This type of collegial relationship is the 
highest and most advanced form. Teachers pursue different activities together, and are 
engaged in team teaching, collaborative planning, peer coaching, mentoring, and other 
activities. Joint work is a type of collegial relationship that involves collective commitment and 
improvement. It involves greater readiness to participate in different activities.  
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Etienne and Beverly Wenger-Trayner suggest the work within a community of practice takes 
many forms. The list below is adapted from http://wenger-trayner.com/introduction-to-
communities-of-practice. 
Focus Common question/invitation Your example 
Problem-
solving 

Let’s work together on this design and find 
some potential solutions. I am stuck. 

 

Requests for 
knowledge 

What information can we find that will help 
us make sense of this and apply it in our 
context? 

 

Seeking 
experience 

Who has had a situation like this one and 
how did you handle it? What was the 
outcome? What would you change? 

 

Reusing 
assets 

I have a proposal for a project I wrote 
previously, and I wonder if it can be 
repurposed or revised to accomplish another 
project. 

 

Coordination 
and strategy 

Can we become more efficient in meeting 
the expectations by joining forces to improve 
and accomplish our work? 

 

Building an 
argument 

How can we build a stronger argument to 
move forward? How do other people handle 
this situation in completely different 
contexts—in hospitals, other countries, 
businesses, etc.? Adding this information 
might make our proposal more credible to 
leadership. 

 

Growing 
confidence 

Before I step out to do this, I want to know 
what your thoughts are and how I might 
improve the work to improve the results. 

 

Discussing 
developments 

What do you think about the new curriculum 
proposed for the Next Gen Science and C3 
framework? How are you planning to 
prepare for implementation and what will 
we need to learn to make it successful? 

 

Mapping 
knowledge & 
identifying 
gaps 

Who has had success with this already? How 
did you achieve that? What do we need to 
do to apply it in our classrooms? 
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Killion, J. & Harrison, C. (2017). Taking the lead: New roles for teachers and school-based 
coaches, 2nd edition. Oxford, OH: Learning Forward, p. 165. 
 
Add other examples to both sides of the table above. 
Learning-focused teams Management-focused teams 
  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 



Communities of Practice--Killion NESA WTI January 2019  
 

23 

Conditions for success 
 

o Vision 
 
 

o Leadership support and engagement 
 
 

o Culture of collaboration and collective responsibility for continuous 
improvement 
 
 

o Clarity of commitment, outcome, purpose, expectations 
 
 

o Preparation for leaders and members in collaboration, strategies, 
conflict, etc. 
 
 

o Skillful facilitation 
 
 

o Persistence to improve 
 
 

o Ongoing monitoring, assessment, and adjustment 
 
 

o Structures  
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Assessing communities of practice 

 
Wenger (1998) suggests 14 indicators of communities of practice. 
 

1. Sustained and mutual 
relationships—harmonious or 
conflictual 
 

2. Shared ways of engaging in 
doing things together 
 

3. The rapid flow of information 
and propagation of innovation 
 

4. Absence of introductory 
preambles, as if conversations 
and interactions were merely 
the continuation of an ongoing 
process 
 

5. Very quick set up of a problem 
to be discussed 
 

6. Substantial overlap in 
participants’ descriptions of 
who belongs 
 

7. Knowing what others know, 
what they can do, and how 
they can contribute to an 
enterprise 

 
8. Mutually defining identities 

 
9. Ability to assess the 

appropriateness of actions and 
products 
 

10. Specific tools, representations, 
and other artifacts 
 

11. Local lore, shared stories, 
inside jokes, knowing laughter 
 

12. Jargon and shortcuts to 
communication as well as the 
ease of producing new ones 
 

13. Certain styles recognized as 
displaying membership 
 

14. A shared discourse reflecting 
certain perspective on the 
world 
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Self-assessment for PLC continuum of practice 
From Killion & Harrison, Taking the Lead, Chapter 15 Tools 
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Communities of Practice--Killion NESA WTI January 2019  
 

28 

Next steps to implement, refine, extend, or refresh  
communities of practice in your school 
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