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ABSTRACT 
A guidebook including a framework to 
ensure the sustainability of Communities of 
Practice (CoP) was developed by the EEU. 
This guidebook details and addresses 
processes in place for new and existing CoP 
along with the support EEU offers. The 
formation of this guidebook is based on the 
responses received from the UWA CoPI 
evaluation and interim report. Furthermore, 
it also provides members with suggestions 
on ways to engage in a virtual environment 
and further presents a case study from UTas 
to illustrate the success of CoP. 
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1.0 Communities of Practice 
The term Communities of Practice (CoP) was coined by Lave and Wenger (1991). CoP are formed 
when people collaborate with common passion, share, and develop knowledge through regular 
interaction (Skalicky & West, 2008).  CoP are widely recognised in its potential to promote social 
learning, leadership development, and organisational change (Anderson & McCune, 2013; 
Blackmore, 2010; Hildreth & Kimble, 2004; Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002). Through active 
collaboration and sharing experiences with colleagues from across an organisation, CoP enables 
individuals to learn from, and contribute to, enhancing the practice of an organisation (Anthony, 
Rosman, Eze, & Gan, 2009). Moreover, CoP participation could support the establishment of a better 
connection between traditionally siloed academic disciplines and administrative functions of the 
university (Kimble & Hildreth, 2008; Pharo, Davison, McGregor, Warr, & Brown, 2014). 

1.1 The six driving factors of a Communities of Practice 
The six driving factors of CoP are; domain, community, practice, motivation, mandate, and structure 
(see fig.1).  

Figure 1: Driving factors of a CoP 

 
• The Domain is the commencing point in a CoP. It is the shared concern or interest that 

causes people to gather (Mercieca, 2017). 
• Community is about relationships and their sense of belonging (Skalicky & West, 2008).  

This aspect plays a fundamental role in the sustainability of CoP (Mercieca, 2017). 
• Practice refers to a state where participants develop a common repertoire of resources 

such as stories, experiences, tools, and methods of addressing problems. It could also be 
regarded as a shared practice (Skalicky & West, 2008). 

• Motivation refers to when, members must possess an interest or passion to participate in 
the group voluntarily (Skalicky & West, 2008). 

• Through mandate, an organisation must express interest and commitment towards the CoP 
(Skalicky & West, 2008). 

• As hierarchy is not a vital part of CoP, a balance of formal and informal structure should be 
achieved (Skalicky & West, 2008). 
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In summary, the domain entices people to convene for a common purpose, the community 
promotes, sustains, camaraderie, and learning while the practice defines members shared 
experiences and knowledge (Mercieca, 2017). Moreover, consideration given to motivation, 
mandate, and structure enables an individual to recognise the contribution of small communities 
that makes toward the wider institutional initiatives (Pedersen, West, Brown, Sadler, & Nash, 2017).  

1.2 UWA Communities of Practice  
The University of Western Australia established its Communities Practice Initiative (UWA CoPI) in 
October 2018. This initiative was well received by many. Considering the benefits obtained, the 
Educational Enhancement Unit (EEU) has put forth this guidebook including a framework for 
sustaining new and existing CoP.  

This guidebook will summarise the benefits members and leads of UWA CoPI have experienced. 
Using the UWA CoPI evaluation and the interim reports as a catalyst, this guide book establishes 
processes and sustainable approaches for new and existing CoP. The final section of this guidebook 
will share best practices.   

1.3 Benefits ascertained from UWA CoPI evaluation 
The UWA interim evaluation was based on the value creation conceptual framework by Wenger, 
Trayner, and De Laat (2011). A part of the value creation model aimed to identify the knowledge 
capital gained by participants. Knowledge capital is also considered to be the potential value that 
enables one to realise its value at a later date (Wenger et al., 2011).  
Only human, social, and resource capital were evaluated through this evaluation.  
 
Figure 2 below summarises some of the main themes that participants and leads have found to be 
beneficial to them.  

Figure 2 highlights some benefits gained by UWA CoP leads and participants 

Social Capital
•Ability to network and collaborate
•Increase opportunities to network within and outside of UWA
•Capitalising on networks and information for opportunities
•Collaborate to produce innovative solutions

Social Learning
•Ability to harness collective knowledge
•Engage in sharing and understanding best practice
•Ability to witness skills applied by others in different areas
•Engaging and exchanging ideas with like minded people

Resources
•Acquire knowledge on resources available at UWA
•Gain access to available resources
•Create and facilitate sharing of resources for practical implications
•Ability to gain more insights at UWA

Professional and Personal Development
•Platform to share work accomplished
•Gain reassuarance and validation from colleagues
•Understand personal identity at UWA
•Developing facilitation and leadership skill
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1.4 Responsibilities of leads and members in UWA CoP 
CoP benefit individuals, community, and organisations (Fontaine & Millen, 2004). In CoP, 
experiences such as satisfaction in learning, job performances, best practices are shared and 
practiced across an organisation (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger et al., 2002) Therefore, CoP leads 
and members are vital in achieving these outcomes. 

1.4.1 UWA CoP Lead 
CoP leads will be required to share their passion, knowledge, and develop their expertise in their 
shared domain; maintain communication with the EEU and their members; attend and facilitate 
their CoP. They are also highly encouraged to actively participate in the events organised by EEU 
such as the UWA CoP Advisory Committee. 

1.4.2UWA CoP members 
CoP members are to share their passion, knowledge, and develop their expertise in their shared 
domain; maintain communication with their CoP leads and other members; attend and actively 
contribute to discussions. They should also commit to sharing their knowledge and skills that are 
developed with peers in their work areas. Moreover, members are encouraged to participate in the 
events and workshops organised by their leads and the EEU. 

2.0 Establishment of New UWA CoP 
2.1 Requirements for new CoP at UWA 
Establishing a new CoP at UWA is encouraged and supported, so long it meets the requirements of 
being innovative, multidisciplinary, and learning and teaching-focused. 

2.2 Process to establish a new CoP 

The process to establish a new CoP is straightforward at EEU. New CoP leads submit a request to the 
EEU, and relevant resources and forms will be given by the EEU to facilitate the process. 
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Figure 3: process to establish a new CoP 

 

 

3.0 Sustaining Existing UWA CoP 
It is imperative to note that ‘community’ and ‘practice’ are both equivalently important to the 
sustainability of CoP. The EEU has considered the responses from the evaluation and has come up 
with measures to actively assist in the sustenance of UWA CoP via three areas: social capital, 
personal and professional development, and resources.  

3.1 Social capital  
Benefits obtained through social capital are difficult to measure (Preece, 2004). However, it is 
evident that there is value in developing social capital as it contributes to the development of the 
organisation. Lesser and Storck (2001) suggest that members participating in developing their social 
capital witness a behavioural change that benefits the organisation by communicating well, spending 
time, assisting each other, and contributing collectively.   

In addition, Lesser and Storck (2001) also identified three outcomes gained through CoP with social 
capital that benefits an organisation (fig.4). 

 

 

 

Step 4

EEU will invite CoP leads to participate in the UWA CoP Advisory Committee held quarterly

Step 4
CoP leads/representatives are encouraged to participate in the events and workshops organised by 

EEU

Step 3 
Understand the roles and resposibilities of being 

the CoP lead
CoP members and leads will be added to CoP 

Blackboard community

Step 2
Complete CoP registration form within two weeks and include names and emails of all members and 

leads

Step 1
Email cop-eeu@uwa.edu.au to establish own 

CoP
Receive a registration form and CoP starter pack 

from the EEU 
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Figure 4: Communities of practice associated with organisational performance through dimensions of 
social capital (Lesser & Storck, 2001) 

CoP are described to be a catalyst for the growth of social capital (Preece, 2004). Therefore, 
understanding the importance and its effect on CoP, the EEU is providing measures to extend the 
network. In addition, through these events, common impediments will be solved collaboratively. The 
EEU will assist to organise events such as World café sessions and networking sessions for CoP at 
UWA.  

3.1.1 CoP networking sessions 
CoP networking sessions are organized bi-annually through online and/or offline means to enable 
leads and members to expand their social network. These networking sessions will facilitate the 
creation of a new CoP and increase the membership of the existing CoP. Moreover, for some 
sessions, experts will be invited to weigh in and share CoP insights. Workshops to develop necessary 
skills may be held in conjunction with these networking sessions. 

3.1.2 The World Café session 
The EEU will organise a world café session for its CoP members and leads. The invitation to this 
event will also be extended to its stakeholders and will be held towards the end of the year. The 
intention behind this initiative is three-fold: to increase social network and pave ways for more 
collaboration, to highlight CoP contributions to UWA and, to assist in growing and maintaining CoP 
memberships. 

3.2 Social learning in CoP 
The central tenant of social learning is that people learn from one another via observation, imitation, 
and modelling (Bandura & Walters, 1977).  

Through this process, participants can improve both their knowledge and their domain-specific 
knowledge. This has been evident through the benefits gained by participants through UWA CoP; 
such as engaging in sharing and understanding best practices, awareness of available resources, 
providing a platform to share work accomplished, and receiving validation among peers.  The EEU 
will continue to promote social learning by providing CoP avenues to expand their social network 
through the world café and networking sessions and other EEU events. 

Communities of Practice

Social Capital
•Connections
•Realtionships
•Common Context

Organisation performance
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3.3 Personal and professional development 
CoP plays an important role in providing its participants with various opportunities for personal and 
professional development. In recognition of this, the EEU will play an active role in supporting UWA 
CoP. EEU will organise workshops that will further hone participants’ skills both in their personal and 
professional domains. These workshops will also provide avenues for networking in which 
participants could expand their social capital and increase work collaboration opportunities. 

The EEU will also assist in tailoring courses and learning pathways through LinkedIn Learning to 
ensure specific skill gaps of the participants are addressed. Resources such as CoP-related articles 
will also be provided to participants to further their overall understanding of the CoP program. 
Furthermore, CoP leads will gain access to interns through the UWA WIL program. This engagement 
between leads and interns would value-add the diversity of CoP and serve as an opportunity for 
leads to develop their professional and personal skills (i.e., management and communication skills). 
Recommendation from stakeholders and UWA CoP Advisory Committee will be considered in the 
development of these resources to ensure that the provision of resources is timely and relevant to 
all participants.  

 
3.4 Resources 
Through the responses obtained from the interim and evaluation report, the EEU developed a range 
of resources to assist and strengthen CoP. 

3.4.1 Resources for development 
The EEU will create resources targeted towards the development of skills for CoP members and 
leads. In addition, measures are put in place to promote and encourage social networking in UWA 
through CoP. These networking events may potentially pave ways to increase memberships and 
future collaborations. Moreover, the EEU will facilitate students from UWA to intern with CoP. This 
effort will develop the professionalism and communication skills for the student, and further enable 
the professional development of CoP leads. 

Resources: 

• Relevant articles and LinkedIn Learning pathways will be disseminated. 
• Targeted workshops to assist leads in facilitating their CoP. 
• Networking sessions to expand the social capital of CoP leads and members. 
• Administrative documents (i.e., CoP registration form, CoP resource request form). 
• Gain potential access to UWA interns. 
• Landing page for CoP to share and highlight their initiatives: 

https://www.uwa.edu.au/education/educational-enhancement-unit/strategic-
projects/communities-of-practice 

• CoP guidebook that includes a framework on sustaining CoP. 
• Blackboard Community page for CoP to communicate, discuss, and upload necessary 

resources. Available to CoP leads and members only. 

https://www.uwa.edu.au/education/educational-enhancement-unit/strategic-projects/communities-of-practice
https://www.uwa.edu.au/education/educational-enhancement-unit/strategic-projects/communities-of-practice
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3.5 UWA CoP Advisory Committee 
The UWA CoP Advisory Committee was created in response to feedback requesting a formal way to 
advise and report on good practices on learning and teaching-related matters, with a view to their 
adoption by the governing bodies of UWA. This committee is expected to provide support for the 
sustainability of the CoP initiative and be a platform to share CoP experiences, best practices, and 
projects.  

The role of the UWA CoP Advisory Committee: 

• To advise the Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Education) on CoP initiatives relating to learning and 
teaching matters for consideration and where relevant, for adoption by the University. 

3.5.1 Position of the committee within UWA 
The UWA CoP Advisory committee is an independent committee that recommends potential 
initiative/(s) to the Deputy Vice-Chancellor Education (DVCE) who may take the appropriate course 
of action to enact on the respective initiative.  

3.5.2 Embedding UWA CoP initiatives into governing bodies 
The UWA CoP Advisory Committee will consist of a Chair, Executive officer, and CoP representatives 
as members. The committee will inform its findings to the DVCE each quarter. The EEU will engage 
with the Committee Chair to develop a set of guidelines for CoP initiatives which must meet the 
following criteria for consideration:   

• Initiatives that have the potential to be applied beyond one school/faculty 

• Multi-disciplinary 

• Initiatives must be scalable 

The process through which CoP initiatives are considered and progressed is outlined below (Fig 5). 
The individual CoP will present their recommendations and initiatives to the UWA CoP Advisory 
Committee. The UWA CoP Advisory Committee will use underpinned guidelines and opinions of all 
representatives to decide on initiatives that should be recommended to the DVCE. CoP Advisory 
Committee will relay discussions back appropriately to CoP for further actions. CoP initiatives that do 
not meet the guidelines as above may address and disseminate them after liaising with their 
respective Associate Deans of Learning and Teaching (ADLT). 
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Figure 5: Processing CoP initiatives relating to learning and teaching matters

 

 
3.5.3 The Role of EEU and UWA CoP Advisory Committee 
EEU will continue to play a supporting role for CoP and the advisory committee (Fig. 6). Based on 
feedback and recommendations from the advisory committee, relevant changes to the program that 
can be enacted by EEU will be considered. Potential changes would possibly be program level and 
not initiatives level.  

Figure 6: Role of EEU and UWA CoP Advisory Committee 
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3.5.4 Current membership of UWA CoP Advisory Committee 
(1) The committee comprises of : 

a) The Associate Director of The Educational Enhancement Unit (Strategy) as Chair; 

The lead or nominee of the following CoP; 

b) Innovations in Teaching and Learning: Agility in Responding to change; 
c)  Becoming a Restorative University: Enhancing teaching, learning, and wellbeing at UWA 

through the adoption of restorative justice principles and practices; 
d) Active Learning and the flipped classroom as member; 
e) Developing Technological Leaders; 
f) Scaffolding and assessment of teamwork skills; 
g) Student Employability including Work Integrated Learning; 
h) UWA’s School and Community Engagement across Western Australia; 
i) Using the lens of Family and Domestic Violence to explore complex social problems to 

promote interdisciplinary student learning and social justice; 
j) Embedding Research skills as part of Curriculum Design across Units and Course programs; 
k) Virtual School of Data Science; 
l) Celebrating and Supporting Women in Science; 
m) Transforming the design and delivery of laboratory-based education at UWA (Laboratory 

Modules); 
n) Assessment and Feedback: Peers Learning together; 
o) Application of eye-tracking technology in learning and teaching’ as member; and 

(2) The Chair may appoint a Deputy Chair from among the members to perform essential duties in 
the Chair’s absence. 

(3) There is a standing invite for the lead or nominee of future CoP, to participate as a member of 
the committee. 

(4) The Chair may invite one or more persons to attend meetings to provide advice on specific areas 
or agenda items. 

3.5.4.1 Members’ absence and nominees 
(1) In the event that a member is unable to attend a meeting, that member may nominate a 
person to attend that meeting in their stead. 

(2) Nominations must be in writing and received by the Executive Officer prior to the relevant 
meeting.  

3.5.5 Frequency of meetings  
The UWA CoP Advisory Committee will meet every quarterly in the least and will table initiatives to 
the DVCE quarterly.   

3.5.6 Code of conduct of Committee Members 
Members of the Committee are asked to adhere to the University Committee Members’ Code of 
Conduct. This is available at http://www.governance.uwa.edu.au/committees/principles/rules 

http://www.governance.uwa.edu.au/committees/principles/rules
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3.6 Sustaining measures for UWA CoP 
This logic model provides a visual representation of CoP resources, activities, and expected outcomes addressed above.  

Figure 7: Logic model illustrating UWA CoP sustainability measures 
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3.7 Process to join existing CoP 
To join the existing CoP, members are requested to contact CoP leads directly or send an email to 
cop-eeu@uwa.edu.au. Subsequently, members will be connected to respective CoP leads. It is 
essential for CoP leads to keep EEU informed on changes to membership as that enables necessary 
resources to be provided to all participants.  

Figure 8: process to join existing CoP 

 

 

 
4.0 Ways to keep the audience engaged in a virtual CoP (VCoP) 
In a VCoP members are not physically present. Therefore, research suggests that activities that 
evoke a sense of community in a virtual environment such as chat rooms, forums, and the time 
taken to introduce participants is critical to the success of VCoP (Bates, 2014). Eight effective 
methods are outlined to build trust and engage with participants (Smith & Sherman 2018) 

 

1. Consider the user-friendliness and appropriateness of chosen technology 
• It is essential to consider and use the appropriate technology for your CoP as it can 

either promote or hinder engagement with participants.  
The EEU recommends the use of ZOOM, Microsoft Teams, and Blackboard. In addition, 
the EEU has also created a CoP group in Blackboard for collaboration, communications  

mailto:cop-eeu@uwa.edu.au


 

12 
 

 
and resource sharing. CoP and leads are encouraged to use LinkedIn Learning to further 
hone their skills on the aforementioned platforms. 
 

2. Setting an informal scene by speaking casually  
• It is suggested to maintain a casual tone and to sound more conversational to avoid 

coming across as one is presenting or lecturing. 
3. Introductions and Icebreakers 

• A way to embed trust within the community is to keep participants’ abreast of all 
attendees ahead of time.   

• Welcome participants’ by their names either verbally or via the chat function.  
• Facilitators may consider engaging them in small conversations and acknowledge 

responses received.  
• Ice-breakers can be used to foster a sense of community.  
• To prevent members from feeling unsure during a CoP, new participants and/or a 

speaker should be introduced at the start of the meeting. 
4. Establish a structure 

• Review community goals. 
• Provide short agendas. 
• Create group norms and expectations. 
• Group norms and expectations may revolve around communication style and ways. 

to establish contact.  
5. Presenting information  

• Consider using less didactic approaches to keep participants engaged. 
 Engage through chat, polls, timers, and screen sharing features. 

• Consider taking live notes on notepads, thus enabling audiences to seek clarification 
and interact as needed. 

• Ensure features used for engagement are not overused and does not malfunction.   
• Consider test trying new features before utilising them. 

6. Establish clear and responsive communication 
• Use written and verbal cues. 
• Be responsive to participants who reach out either verbally or via chat functions in 

the platform to prevent them from feeling isolated.  
7. Expect technology issues 

• Technology issues are inevitable as such, communication and explanation during 
these technical errors would normalise interruptions and enable meetings to 
remain on track. 

8. Encourage engagement but note potential reasons behind the lack of participation 
• The lack of participation could be due to misunderstanding, discomfort, and multi-

tasking. 
o Misunderstanding 
 Participants may be expecting themselves to be part of a listen-learn-

environment, thus, it will be beneficial to set expectations and reinforce 
the concept of CoP by facilitating active engagement during meetings. 

o Discomfort 
 Participants may feel a certain amount of trepidation working in a virtual 

environment. For one, participants may perceive it to be akin to public 
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speaking. To allay these concerns, consider using a conversational tone and 
create social cohesion before addressing the contents of the meeting. 

o Multitasking 
 To prevent members from having divided attention, facilitators can 

consider giving participants an agenda, which assists in prioritising their 
time. 

5.0 CoP case study of best practice at the University of Tasmania 
The benefits of CoP have been recognised globally and have been adopted in major organisations 
such as IBM and Oracle (Probst & Borzillo, 2008). With reference to the education sector, the 
following will provide an example of a successful implementation of CoP at the University of 
Tasmania (UTAS) (Pedersen et al., 2017). 

The sustainability agenda at the University of Tasmania has progressed significantly ever since the 
establishment of the ‘Education for Sustainability (EfS) CoP in 2011.  The active involvement of the 
members in the various number of initiatives has contributed to the development and 
implementation of key institutional priorities in the aspects of teaching, research, and community 
partnerships. Some of EfS CoP activities and notable outcomes are: 

• Have contributed to the inclusion of sustainability as a key institutional performance 
indicator in the UTAS Open to Talen Strategic Vision. 

• The development of one of the first Breadth Units that is offered to all students in UTAS to 
promote engagement with interdisciplinary world problems.  

•  A successful application for UTAS Community Engagement Grant in 2014 for the extension 
of the EfS CoP collaborate learning model into a state-wide Tasmanian Sustainability CoP 
which involves educators from across the state ranging from primary to secondary levels. 
Consequently, Tasmanian Sustainability CoP is recognised as a United Nations regional 
centre of Expertise in education for Sustainable Development in 2015.  

• EfS CoP plays a supporting role in the establishment of interdisciplinary research groups and 
a sustainability internship program for on-campus paid employment for students; 
supported the integration of community projects into the university-based initiative.    

• EfS CoP participation increased job satisfaction among its members and enabled the 
development of professional identity. This could serve as an ongoing model for professional 
engagement that could keep members inspired and active in their role.   
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