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Case study of a community of practice

A community of practice forms when participants in an online community evolve a working relationship that leads them to focus spontaneously on shared tasks and problems deriving from their participation in the original community.  In such communities it is important that a zone of proximal development be established and that conditions for scaffolding be enhanced through developing interpersonal relationship of the participants.  In the experience of members of such a community, how has this been achieved?  What conditions are necessary to catalyze an online community into functioning beyond the scope of its initial mandate?

The panelists in this colloquium were recently teacher, teacher-trainer, and materials developer participants in an online computer-mediated communications course with a set syllabus and fixed duration.  One of the outcomes of this course was emergence of a community of practice which continues to interact online although the course has long since ‘officially’ finished.

The panelists have already engaged in some degree of reflection on their participation in the community as a component of the fixed course.  At this colloquium they will develop their positions in more formal papers and discuss with those present:

· how communities form online

· what conditions lead to emergence of communities of practice

· how communities of practice operate

· what online software tools facilitate the interaction of participants in a community of practice

· the role of such communities in language instruction

· theoretical underpinnings of such communities their relationship to pedagogy

· how participation in this community has influenced the participants personal teaching practices

· aspects of the quality of instruction utilizing computer mediated communication

Participants in this colloquium will hear first-hand how participants in a community of practice have benefited from each other’s participation in ways that have positively affected their teaching practices.  Participants will come away with an understanding of how communities of practice can form and help practitioners to develop professionally in a zone of proximal development forged through interaction with peers online.
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