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Why are communities of practice 

important to my efforts? 

To accomplish the purpose of many organizations, agencies 

are required to leverage resources and collaborate with other 

public and private entities and constituents. While the 

“systems” serving youth with disabilities span federal, state, 

and local government, collaboration can be difficult resulting 

in fragmentation, duplication, and gaps in services. The 

traditional linear, transactional, top-down approach to 

leverage resources and change these systemic barriers is 

being challenged by researchers and society at large. There is 

a movement to capitalize on the formation and cultivation of 

social learning systems that change and adapt to meet these 

needs. Communities of practice (CoP) show promise as such a 

strategy to address the complex issues requiring 

public/private/constituent partnerships.  

 

Evidence 

Organizations in a variety of industries are using CoP as a 

way to improve knowledge and learning in this knowledge-

based economy, while bridging learning to strategy. In 2004, 

researchers began to write about the use of CoP as a “new 

tool” for government managers. More and more federal agencies are utilizing the CoP 

framework to design technical assistance programs.  With the advancement of web 2.0 

technologies coupled with restricted travel and limited resources, virtual communities of 

practice (VCoP) are being created and cultivated by organizations to address complex 

issues and improve performance in the education, social services, and business worlds.  

 

 

Agencies and community 
partners are facing a time 
of shrinking resources and 
growing demands. This 
requires agencies and 
communities to develop 
strategies to leverage 
resources and solve 
complex issues to improve 
transition of youth with 
disabilities. In this research 
brief, communities of 
practice (CoP) are being 
proposed as a context to 
solve the persistent and 
complex educational and 
social issues, coupled with 
improving transition 
outcomes. 

This research brief provides managers and practitioners with information about: 
 How is knowledge created to solve complex issues? 
 What is a community of practice (CoP)? 
 What are the important characteristics to consider when forming virtual communities of 

practice (VCoP)? 
 



The George Washington University 
Center for Rehabilitation Counseling Research & Education 
Mid-Atlantic Technical Assistance & Continuing Education 
Center 

 

How is knowledge created to solve complex 

issues? No matter what our role is within an organization or community, much of 

what is known is unspoken or tacit. It is through social interactions that knowledge 

becomes expressed or explicit. Creating an environment with ample opportunities to 

communicate and work in both formal and informal groups, within and across agency 

boundaries, provides opportunities to create new ideas to address persistent issues and 

increase agency performance. Learning emerges out of people making sense of 

situations; knowledge is created through this social interaction to the benefit of the 

individual, group, and organization. A key context which promotes learning and 

knowledge creation is communities of practice (CoP).  
 

Communities of practice (CoPs) are groups of people who 

share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their 

knowledge and expertise in this area focus by interacting on an ongoing basis. Having 

others who share your overall view of the area of focus and yet bring their individual 

perspectives on any given problem creates a social learning system that goes beyond the 

sum of its parts. CoPs can form within organizations or communities, across 

organizational units, and across agencies, or with a diverse group of stakeholders who 

share a common passion to address an issue. Virtual communities of practice 

(VCoPs) may meet face-to-face periodically but primary work through electronic “space” 

where they communicate, thus lowering logistic costs. Here is additional information to 

describe CoPs and VCoPs: 

What is it about?  It is a joint enterprise as negotiated by its 

members.  

How does it function?  Through mutual engagement, members are bound 

together as a social entity. 

What capabilities does it produce?  It results in a shared repertoire of resources, 

practices, and solutions. 

How is it different than a work unit 

or team? 

It crosses the boundaries of work units and is 

defined by what members are doing. People 

contribute in different ways and to different 

degrees.  It is the shared learning and interest 

that keep the community together. 

What are its functions? CoPs: exchange and interpret information; retain 

knowledge in living ways; respond to current 

circumstances; steward competencies by providing 

ongoing opportunities for members to explore new 

ideas and work on problems collectively; and 

create a sense of identity. 

What is the role of technology? Technology is needed to support the ongoing flow 

of communication, so VCoPs with the technology is 

essential (i.e. list-servs, web 2.0 technology, 

conference calls, webinars). 
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How does research inform agencies and 

practitioners of the important characteristics 

to forming successful virtual communities of 

practice? 
 

Every CoP or VCoP is unique; however, each goes through phases including forming, 

growing, maturing, changing, aging, and terminating. When they are launched, the core 

group determines the focus or domain and potential activities. Ideas are formed as 

people talk about issues, identify common interests, and invite others into the work. A 

core group is assembled and ideas about how interaction will take place are discussed. 

After the community is formed, the commonality of problems is identified, relationships 

and trust are built, norms of the group are established, and issues are addressed. During 

different phases, it is typical for challenges to surface, which require honest dialogue and 

actions. To help individuals and organizations form and cultivate communities, research 

has identified structuring characteristics that can promote the success of communities in 

the formation stage.  

During a three-year period, 18 virtual communities of practice in the formation phase 

were studied. Structuring characteristics identified in previous research were used to 

collect data on these communities.   

 

What are the categories of structuring 

characteristics that influence the success of 

virtual communities of practice?  
 

Demographics: purpose; lifespan (temporary—ongoing); age; and level of maturity. 

Organizational context: created by management or self-forming; crossing work units, 

agencies, and role boundaries; political context; agency support; formalization; and 

leadership. 

Membership: size; geographic distribution; open—closed membership; stability of 

membership; information technology literacy; diversity of members; and topics’ relevance 

to members. 

Technological environment: degree of reliance on technology (face-to-face—virtual) 

and access to technology to meet the needs of the community. 
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What makes communities work? 
 

Those communities that succeeded had a facilitating and supportive environment, 

while those that failed had an obstructive environment, where there was little to no 

support to facilitate their work. Even in difficult environments, if there was an active 

role of the leader, the communities experienced intermediate levels of success. If 

leaders were too busy to continually pay attention to communities, appointing a coach 

to assist the leader was also beneficial.  

Another characteristic that played a role in the success of the communities was the 

relevance of the focus of the community to the daily concerns and work of the 

members. It was important for members to see the value and benefit of the work, 

reaching beyond existing informal networks and work teams.  

A third characteristic differentiating successful and failing communities was the degree 

to which organizations formalized and integrated the work of the community 

into structures and routines within the organizations. Additionally, the management 

style, culture, and political context of the organization influence the success of 

communities. Members needed to feel free to share ideas, share leadership roles, and not 

face retaliation for actions of the community if they did not align with current 

management practices. Managers needed to be open to new innovations and ideas that 

form across boundaries of the organizations and from multiple stakeholders.  
 

Why is this important to my agency? 
If an agency or practitioner is interested in forming a community, it is important to 

understand these structuring characteristics. Of most importance is the need to pay 

attention to the environment and relevance characteristics, as well as leadership and 

support of the community. While additional research is needed to understanding the 

impact of structuring characteristics in all phases of communities, evidence suggests the 

potential of communities to create knowledge, solve complex issues, and improve agency 

performance. 

For additional information: 
 

Joan Kester, EdD, CRC, Senior Rehabilitation Consultant, 202-489-7112, jkester@gwmail.gwu.edu 
 

Peltonen, T. & Lämsä, T. (2004). ‘Communities of practice’ and the social process of knowledge creation: Towards a new vocabulary for making sense of 

organizational learning. Problems and Perspectives in Management, 4(2004), 249-262. 
Dubé, L., Bourhis, A., & Jacob, R. (2005). The impact of structuring characteristics on the launching of virtual communities of practice. Journal of 

Organizational Change Management, 18, 145-166.  

The George Washington University Mid-Atlantic Technical Assistance and Continuing Education (TACE) Center collaborates with the State Vocational 
Rehabilitation (VR) agencies, community rehabilitation providers and agency partners to promote effective and efficient VR service delivery systems 
and improvements in the quality and quantity of employment outcomes of individuals with disabilities. Funded by the Department of Education Cooperative 

Agreement H264A090002 
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Building Community:  Who Can Contribute to Post-school Outcomes of Transitioning Youth with 

Disabilities? 

 

Tip:  For the large boxes, identify practices or specialties (e.g. supported employment, technology, 
assessment).  On the lines, identify potential individuals & organizations to invite into the work of the 
community.  Revisit this process continually by asking the community – who is not at the table, where are 
the gaps?  Identify a core sponsors to kick-off and facilitate the development of the collaborative. 

 
  

 
  

    

 



Community Roster:  A Living List 

Tip:  Use sign-in sheets for all meetings.  Identify a lead person to manage/update the list.  Open and 
ongoing communication is essential to the work of the collaborative.  Establish a list-serv to facilitate 
communication.  Share communication protocols with the group regarding the use of the list-serv. 

 

Name Affiliation Phone Email Practice/Specialty 
Area 

Potential Interest 
in Shared 
Leadership Role? 

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

 



Invitation to the Transition Collaborative Kick-off 

Tips:  Make sure to keep a positive tone to the dialogue, focusing on what can be done rather getting lost in 
the challenges.  Throughout the dialogue, ask if there are volunteers to lead the work.   

 

You’re invited to the kick-off event of… 

XX Transition Collaborative (create “identity” of community) 

Purpose:  To capitalize upon the knowledge and resources of a diverse group of 
stakeholder to develop a shared vision, identify challenges, discuss promising practices, 
and define future opportunities to expand and enhance transition outcomes of youth with 
disabilities. 

Invited participants:  be inclusive in the list – include organizations, roles, etc.  Make sure to 
invite families, youth with disabilities, agencies, advocates, businesses, community 
members… 

Location:  identify a convenient location where many could attend.  Be consideration in 
selection of location, so that the collaborative is not “owned” by one organization.  This may 
be rotating locations, if it works for the community. 

Time: give plenty of notice!  Identify a time you believe would be conducive to participant 
attendance.  Schedule approximately 2 hours.  To accomplish the Planning Framework, a 
series of meetings may be needed. 

Outcomes of the meeting:  Design the future work of the Transition Collaborative to expand 
and enhance collective strategies. 

Please make sure to send this invitation to all those who may be interested in joining our 
work.  Please let me know if you have any questions. Looking forward to seeing you at the 
meeting! Provide contact information for the core sponsors.



Transition Collaborative:  Kick-Off 

Tips:  Make sure to keep a positive tone to the dialogue, focusing on what can be done rather getting lost in 
the challenges.  Throughout the dialogue, ask if there are volunteers to lead the work.   

 

AGENDA 
 
Purpose: To capitalize upon the knowledge and resources of a diverse group of stakeholders to develop: 

 A shared vision 

 Identify challenges 

 Discuss promising practices 

 Define future opportunities to expand and enhance transition outcomes of youth with disabilities. 
 

Introduction to Communities of Practice & the Planning Framework (Based upon Appreciative Inquiry) 
 

Facilitated Dialogue Utilizing Planning Framework: 

 Discovery 
o Name/affiliation 

o What would you like to see result from the work if this Collaborative? 

o What can you and your organization contribute to expanding/enhancing transition outcomes of youth with disabilities (knowledge, 

skills & abilities)? 

 Dream 
o Imagine you were asleep for five years and wake up to find this Collaborative is exactly as you would like it to be. How would 

things look and feel? 

o To develop a collective vision for the Collaborative, create a picture, a poem or a “Possibility Statement” that best represents your 

collective vision.   

 Identify Challenges & Potential Strategies 
o What challenges do youth with disabilities and their families encounter in their transition endeavors? What are potential strategies 

to address these challenges? 

o What challenges do agencies or systems encounter when serving youth in transition? What are potential strategies to address these 

challenges? 

 Designing your Future 
o In your groups, write one provocative proposition (bold ideal possibility) – a goal you believe the group could tackle tomorrow. 

 Destiny 
o Based upon your bold ideal propositions, develop action steps and identify first three steps. 

 

Next Steps:  Provide information about communication mechanisms (e.g. list-servs, conference call numbers, wiki address, next 

meeting dates; identify and invite others to join the community)



Transition Collaborative:  Planning Framework 

 

Tips:  Make sure to keep a positive tone to the dialogue, focusing on what can be done rather getting lost in 
the challenges.  Throughout the dialogue, ask if there are volunteers to lead the work.   

Discovery 
Name/affiliation  

What would you like to see result from the 

work if this Collaborative? 

 

What can you and your organization contribute 

to expanding/enhancing transition outcomes of 

youth with disabilities (knowledge, skills & 

abilities)? 

 

Dream 
Imagine you were asleep for five years and 

wake up to find this Collaborative is exactly as 

you would like it to be. How would things look 

and feel? 

 

To develop a collective vision for the 

Collaborative, create a picture, a poem or a 

“Possibility Statement” that best represents 

your collective vision.   

 

Identify Challenges & Potential Strategies 
What challenges do youth with disabilities and 

their families encounter in their transition 

endeavors? What are potential strategies to 

address these challenges? 

 

 

 

Challenges: Potential Strategies: 

What challenges do agencies or systems 

encounter when serving youth pursuing 

transition? What are potential strategies to 

address these challenges? 

 

 

 

 

Challenges: Potential Strategies: 



Transition Collaborative:  Planning Framework 

 

Tips:  Make sure to keep a positive tone to the dialogue, focusing on what can be done rather getting lost in 
the challenges.  Throughout the dialogue, ask if there are volunteers to lead the work.   

Designing your Future 
In your groups, write one provocative 

proposition (bold ideal possibility) – a goal 

you believe the group could tackle tomorrow. 

 

Destiny 

Based upon your bold ideal propositions, develop action steps:  

What is the goal? 

 
 

What resources and 

knowledge do we have? 

 

 

 

What resources and 

knowledge do we need 

and how will we get 

this? 

 

 

Who will take 

leadership roles to 

accomplish this goal? 

 

Who will join in this 

work (those attending 

the conference)?  Are 

there additional 

individuals/partners we 

need to invite into the 

work, and who will 

contact them? 

Individuals/Partner Who will contact them? 



Transition Collaborative:  Planning Framework 

 

Tips:  Make sure to keep a positive tone to the dialogue, focusing on what can be done rather getting lost in 
the challenges.  Throughout the dialogue, ask if there are volunteers to lead the work.   

What are our projected 

products and 

deliverables? 

 

 

When do we want to 

complete this work?  

 

How and when will we 

communicate? 

 

 

 

 

FIRST THREE STEPS… 

1. 

2. 

3.  

 

 

ESTABLISH PRACTICE GROUPS:  (identify areas of focus, based upon dialogue; project/product focused 

– quick wins; identify group leaders & members; establish means of communication; schedule; report out 

the full-group on a schedule where full community connects).  Facilitate ongoing dialogue! 

 



Transition Collaborative:  Communication Tools 

Tips:  Use technology to facilitate your work.  However, progress depends upon relationships and 
communication.  Use the technology that works best the group.  Identify a technology steward, someone 
with interest in supporting the community’s communication/collaboration needs. 
  

Web 2.0 in Plain 
English & Social 
Media 

The term "Web 2.0" is commonly associated with web applications which 
facilitate interactive information sharing, user-centered design and 
collaboration on the World Wide Web. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Web_2.0 
http://www.youtube.com/view_play_
list?p=F8CE661015F1B7A1&search
_query=web+2.0+in+plain+english 

Listservs Free Listserv Software 
 
Constant Contact Service 

http://www.lsoft.com/download/listse
rvfree.asp  
http://search.constantcontact.com/in
dex.jsp  

Free Conference 
Calls & Low Cost 
Screen Sharing 

Free Conference offers multiple services:  dedicated toll conference call 
numbers, toll free conference calls, recording feature, and inexpensive screen 
sharing service. 

https://www.freeconference.com/ho
me.aspx  

Scheduling an Event:  
Doodle 
 

Doodle takes the pain out of finding the right date and time for a group of 
people to meet and makes scheduling virtually effortless. The basis service is a 
free online coordination tool. 

www.doodle.com  

Collaborative 
Workspace: Wikis & 
Ning 

A wiki is a Web site that allows users to add and update content on the site 
using their own Web browser. Wikis end up being created mainly by a 
collaborative effort of the site visitors. 

http://www.wikispaces.com/ 
http://pbworks.com/ 
http://ning.com 

Facilitating Ongoing 
Dialogue:  Blogs 

Blogs are frequently updated web sites that are organized in reverse 
chronological order and allow readers to make comments.  

http://www.blogger.com/home  
http://wordpress.org/   

Video Sharing: 
YouTube 

Users can upload videos to YouTube for others to see. People can also copy 
"embed code" from YouTube videos to put a video into their blog, website, 
social network, or wiki.  Create your community’s own “channels.” 

http://www.youtube.com/   

Social Bookmarking: 
Delicious 

Social bookmarking is the practice of saving bookmarks to a public web site 
and describing them with tags. Tags are labels or keywords that can be applied 
to just about anything on the Internet.  

http://delicious.com/  

Audio or Visual 
Digital Media 
Sharing:  Podcasting 

A podcast is a series of audio or video digital-media files that can be distributed 
over the Internet. People can subscribe to your podcasts through Web feeds 
and be automatically notified when new content is available.  

http://audacity.sourceforge.net/  

Really Simple 
Syndication:  RSS 
Feed 

An RSS document (which is called a "feed", "web feed", or "channel") includes 
full or summarized text. They benefit readers who want to subscribe to timely 
updates from favored websites. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/RSS  

Social Networking 
Sites: Facebook, 
Linked In 

Allows users to create “profiles” that allow them to easily connect to friends for 
online conversation and to share resources, links, photos and videos. Capacity 
to set up groups. 

http://www.facebook.com/ 
http://www.linkedin.com/home 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Web_2.0
http://www.youtube.com/view_play_list?p=F8CE661015F1B7A1&search_query=web+2.0+in+plain+english
http://www.youtube.com/view_play_list?p=F8CE661015F1B7A1&search_query=web+2.0+in+plain+english
http://www.youtube.com/view_play_list?p=F8CE661015F1B7A1&search_query=web+2.0+in+plain+english
http://www.lsoft.com/download/listservfree.asp
http://www.lsoft.com/download/listservfree.asp
http://search.constantcontact.com/index.jsp
http://search.constantcontact.com/index.jsp
https://www.freeconference.com/home.aspx
https://www.freeconference.com/home.aspx
http://www.doodle.com/
http://www.wikispaces.com/
http://pbworks.com/
http://ning.com/
http://www.blogger.com/home
http://wordpress.org/
http://www.youtube.com/
http://delicious.com/
http://audacity.sourceforge.net/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/RSS
http://www.facebook.com/
http://www.linkedin.com/home
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