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Communities of Practice

Category: Professional Learning, Coaching and Reflection

A community of practice is a social formation in which people learn through sustained participation in a
shared domain of activity. Members develop relationships, identities, language, routines, stories and
tools as they engage in practice. Learning is therefore not only acquiring information but becoming able
to participate more fully and responsibly.

The concept emerged from situated accounts of apprenticeship and legitimate peripheral participation. A
community of practice is not simply a team, mailing list or group with a common interest: practice and
learning must be produced through continuing participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991).

Core Elements

1. Domain: A shared area of concern gives participation purpose and establishes what members
value learning about.

2. Community: Relationships enable questions, recognition, challenge, help and belonging.

3. Practice: Members create and use a repertoire of cases, language, routines, artefacts and practical
judgement.

4. Participation: Newcomers gain access to meaningful activity and develop identity through
changing forms of contribution.

5. Stewardship: The community preserves knowledge while questioning exclusions, routines and
external demands.

Examples in Practice

Learning advisers across universities meet around multilingual academic writing. They discuss difficult
cases, compare workshop materials, observe approaches and revise shared resources. A new adviser
begins by adapting an existing activity and gradually contributes evidence and facilitation expertise.

Why It Matters

Communities of practice show how knowledge is embedded in relationships and activity, valuing
learning that formal courses miss. They can also reproduce hierarchy, gatekeeping or outdated practice.
Cultivation should support access, diverse participation and external evidence without turning
professional identity into compulsory meetings or a managed delivery team (Wenger, 1998).
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