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What are communities of 

practice?

Åa space for collaborative, reflective inquiry where 

members can improve their practice together (Wesley, 

2001)

Åidentified as effective for knowledge transfer and 

exchange, as they focus on relationships

Åsimilar to research partnerships, with the additional 

benefits that:

Å1) researchers and decision makers do not need to 

already be working together to join the community 

and 

Å2) they have a lifespan beyond any particular 

project



Comparison to other 

kinds of groups



Studying Communities 

of Practice

ÅCommunities of practice have been 

identified as good places to encourage the 

kinds of relationships between researchers 

and decision makers that can lead to 

research uptake

ÅWe have developed a six-point checklist, 

and tested it through research with two 

communities of practice 



¸ created model of community of practice needs, and 

how they can be met in person and online, through 

literature search, reflection on our practices 

conducting collaborative research in SPHERU

¸ tested model by conducting semi-structured 

interviews with nine members of two communities: 

- C1: small, fairly new community (~10 participants) 

with members spread out across Canada, who meet 

mainly online (website, Skype)

- C2: larger, older community (~100 participants) 

with members located in one city, who meet mainly 

in person 



1. Opportunities for regular 
interaction

¸ face to face interaction important to sustaining both 
communities 

ï I could have done everything from home, but 
there is something really important about me 
getting down there and actually talking to 
people

ï face to face seems to have more impact and 
staying power

ï I think the face to face is essential but Iôm 
surprised that weôve gotten as much 
accomplished as we have without it



2. Allow members' 

participation to vary over time

¸Allowing people's participation to vary 

encourages participation
ïIôve been in other partnerships.. where if 

you don't come to every meeting, itôs a 

black mark against you... I think thatôs a 

barrier

¸Connecting online can help people fit 

community interaction into their 

schedules, as they can participate at 

their convenience



3. Public and private 

spaces to interact

¸ people need the ability to target their 

communication to different audiences

¸different means are appropriate at 

different times 
ïWhile you can meet privately, it wouldn't be appropriate 

to make a decision on behalf of the group behind closed 

doors, or when someone's having a drink or a private 

email



4. Document goals, 

activities and outcomes
¸Collaborative working environments makes 

the communityôs work more transparent

ïñIôve been involved in a lot of conversations 

I could have been left out of, put to the side 

and told ñLook. Just do the design.ò ï

peripheral member

¸Online environments can have ñtoo much 

informationò, especially if it's not well organized

¸But information that isnôt centralized online can 

be hard to access



5. Document the 

community's value

¸ interactions keep members engaged

¸communities legitimize relationship 

building as real work; part of the 

research process

¸sense that that there is value in naming 
things and developing common 
language, which one person described 
as ñreally key in relationship buildingò 



6. Enlist a technology 

champion

¸ Need that emerged from interviews 

¸ online communities are in their infancy, 

compared to place-based communities

¸ communities need technology champions to 

help people figure out what tools are 

appropriate when

¸ otherwise they choose the tools ñthat 

everybody could figure out how to workò



kidSKANôsBackground

ÅAs the seven year Understanding the Early Years in 

Saskatoon wrapped up in 2007, our team launched a 

provincial network to continue work on ECD issues 

ÅBranded this network kidSKAN, the Saskatchewan 

Knowledge to Action Network for early childhood 

development

ÅAwarded two years of funding from the Canadian Institutes 

of Health Research under their Knowledge to Action 

program (2009-11)

ÅStructured as a community of practice of researchers, 

practitioners and policy makers



How kidSKAN is meeting 

these needs 

Provide opportunities for regular 

interaction

Åregular meetings, networking events, 

supplemented by web community

Allow participation to vary over time

Åmembers can choose, modify participation 

levels; follow activities on website



A community of practice should:

Provide public, private spaces to interact

ÅPublic: events, public parts of website

ÅPrivate: members can organize after 

connecting publicly

Document activities, goals, outputs

Åon website; activities are transparent; 

members can subscribe to targeted 

content



A community of practice should:

Identify the value of community itself

Åalthough surveys can be used, best done 

through stories

Ågathering stories, planned evaluation at end

ÅEnlist a technology champion

Åworking with computer scientist who has a deep 

understanding of both the communityôs issues 

and technological possibilities






