Context:

I am an adult literacy and numeracy tutor with the Ringsend Literacy Scheme, which is administered by the City of Dublin Vocational Education Committee (CDVEC).  I tutor adult learners on a one-to-one basis in a CDVEC school. In Dublin city there are currently one thousand voluntary and part-time tutors supporting five thousand adult learners enrolled in CDVEC literacy schemes.  The part-time nature of literacy service provision means that tutors have very few opportunities to meet, and therefore rarely get a chance to share concerns, insights or resources.  At a tutor in-service training evening that I attended earlier this year the issue of tutor isolation came up for discussion.  Impromptu suggestions were made as to what could be done to improve the situation.  Amongst a group of forty tutors, the agreed view was that some kind of online communication would be the best way of creating and maintaining tutor contact.  I undertook to investigate the available options and develop an online facility that would be available to tutors by October 2004.  

For this assignment I have developed an artefact to assist in the development of a community of practice (hereinafter referred to as CoP) amongst literacy tutors in Ireland.  My artefact is a tutor resource website www.connectingliteracytutors.com created with Dreamweaver software, which includes an asynchronous discussion forum powered by phpBB, an Open Source bulletin board package.  The aims of the project are:


· to build a sense of community through online collaboration

· to facilitate learning from others’ experiences

· to share good practice amongst community members

· to facilitate sharing of teaching materials and resources


A CoP may be described as a “group of people who share a concern or a passion for something and who interact regularly to learn how to do it better” (Wenger, undated).  Wenger identifies three key elements in a CoP, i.e. domain, community and practice. Each CoP has an identity defined by a shared domain of interest, which in this instance is trying to reduce the sense of isolation amongst literacy tutors.  Membership implies a knowledge and commitment to the domain that distinguishes members from other people who do not work in this area.   By participating in the asynchronous discussion forum available on the website literacy tutors may share experience, ideas and resources, thus building relationships that enable them to learn from each other.  These interactions contribute to the building of ‘community’ focused on the domain.  Finally, the threaded discussions build a recorded common knowledge base on which tutors can draw when dealing with new issues and situations in their everyday practice.  
Theoretical Basis of Project:
One of my initial tasks was to develop a clear understanding of what ‘collaborative online learning’ meant in the context of my project.  My experience of collaborative online learning has involved successfully using WebCT and Moodle (two software packages designed to assist in the creation of online courses) within an academic environment.  These systems have a strong grounding in constructivist and social constructionist pedagogy.  For social constructivists, learning involves interaction with other people or environments which fosters potential development through an instructor’s guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers (Huang, 2002: 33).  Constructionism is the practical manifestation of constructivism (Hanley et al., undated).  Social constructionists contend that learning is particularly effective when constructing something for others to experience.  My learning has increased hugely throughout the process of engaging with collaborative online learning as a theoretical concept and designing a practical artefact for other tutors.  
During this course I collaborated with peers and tutors through synchronous and asynchronous Moodle discussions, constructing my own knowledge and learning from these interactions.  These interactions demonstrate characteristics of mutual engagement, joint enterprise and shared repertoire which Wenger identifies as essential elements of a CoP (Rogers, 2000: 1).  Knowles, a constructivist who focuses on adult learning theory, concluded that a large amount of adult learning is informal (Knowles, 1998: 67).  Informal learning may be understood as all learning that occurs outside the curriculum of formal and non-formal educational institutions and programs (Schugurensky, 2000).  The Internet has hugely facilitated informal learning because it allows adults to seek out and use resources independently, control the pace and direction of their learning, and talk to and consult others (cited in Immel, 2003).  I place a high value on personal autonomy and choice in learning, learning in a real life context, freedom to choose learning resources, and most importantly openness in discussing issues.  These points are particularly significant as my project involves offering adult literacy tutors the opportunity to voluntarily collaborate in an online environment that is connected to their work.  All of these factors have influenced my decision to create a collaborative online learning environment that focuses on learning from the perspective of social relationships, rather than learning as the acquisition of specific forms of knowledge.    
Artefact Design and Implementation:
As the CDVEC web server was not available to me, I initially tried setting up a web server on my own computer but ran into many difficulties amending the configuration files for MySQL and PHP.  As time was short I decided to use a commercial hosting service.  I have used Dreamweaver software previously and designing the structure of the website was relatively straightforward.  The website banner and logo were developed using Adobe Photoshop.  Gathering the content of each page involved extensive trawling of sites from around the world and was extremely time consuming.  As I had no knowledge of the technical skills of potential users I felt it was vital that the Discussion Forum be as user-friendly as possible.  I chose not to use Moodle because it is a complete course management system that I felt was inappropriate for the target audience.  I chose a phpBB bulletin board as it is open source software that is widely used and also has a very supportive community forum, which I used extensively when setting up the phpBB configuration files on the web server.  During this process I became a peripheral member in the phpBB CoP (www.phpbb.com/phpBB/).  My participation only involved reviewing threads that were already posted but having the support of the community enabled me to overcome my difficulties and eventually get the board up and running. 
In choosing a phpBB bulletin board I also had to consider the positive and negative aspects of synchronous and asynchronous communication.  Spontaneity, immediate feedback and a larger sense of community have been identified as the primary strengths of synchronous communication (Schopieray, 2003).  However, in the context of this project I felt that getting tutors to engage with this very new form of online communication, building confidence and trust, would be more easily achieved with asynchronous communication.  People can log in whenever they chose; there is no pressure to respond to threads; individuals can take time to reflect on threads and make more considered replies.  Also the threads are an accurate record that builds the common knowledge base essential in a CoP.  During this project I maintained a web based learning journal which reflects how my understanding of collaborative online learning has changed through my use of Moodle.  I am an autonomous learner and initially had concerns about my levels of participation in the various Moodle forums.  Mostly I logged in and read rather than posting to the forums.  However, it quickly became clear that the discussions largely related to real life application of theories and how people were incorporating these theories into practice and assignment work.  Eventually I felt I had something to add to these discussions.  In my journal I can see how this exposure to a variety of experiences and reflections through Moodle strengthened my commitment and belief in the success of my project.  
Response to Website Launch:
Initially, my scheme manager had a guarded attitude to the development of the website.  However, I did have the support of two CDVEC Literacy Development officers whose diplomatic endeavours at a crucial time ensured that the project continued under the auspices of the Ringsend Literacy Scheme.   I initially publicised the new website by emailing every literacy scheme coordinator in Ireland, giving brief details of the purpose and content of the website. As a result, thirteen literacy tutors/coordinators registered as members of the Discussion Forum relatively quickly.  However I felt that it was also necessary to try and meet with tutors and scheme coordinators to talk about what I was trying to achieve, if a real CoP was to develop.  On November 24th and December 7th a total of forty-four tutors (ninety were invited) attended an information evening about the website.  The response from tutors at both sessions was overwhelmingly positive and membership of the Discussion Forum has since risen to thirty (Appendix A).  The outcomes of this first meeting on November 24th have been particularly significant.  My scheme manager attended the presentation and her attitude to the project was completely transformed.  The presentation helped her to understand the potential of technology to support tutors in all aspects of their literacy work and ultimately improve the service to learners, which is her primary concern.  The scheme manager actively promoted the website at a meeting of CDVEC scheme coordinators on November 26th.  The chief executive officer of CDVEC suggested that a number of information evenings be organised for all schemes in Dublin city, which I have undertaken to organise and present over the next six weeks.  I have written an article about the website for the CDVEC newsletter which will be published in January 2005 (Appendix B).  I have also been asked to participate in the training of new tutors in February 2005, specifically addressing how tutors can use information and communications technology to support their own learning.  

Community of Practice?

At this early stage the potential of technology to support literacy tutors in all aspects of their work has been recognised at a managerial level and the project is gathering momentum which I believe will be sustained well into 2005.  Tuition and literacy work winds down from early December until mid-January and activity on the website has been minimal since mid-December.  In the short period in which the site has been operational it is not possible to state whether or not a CoP is developing.  However, there are some promising signs.  Three core principles for effective use of the Web for learning are to: 

1. Provide access to rich sources of information

2. Encourage meaningful interactions with content

3. Bring people together to challenge, support, or respond to each other 

(Wilson & Lowry, 2000: 2)

Thus far the website would appear to have only succeeded in offering access to information with very little interaction, challenges or responses from users.  However, the website statistics indicate that the Discussion Forum received the highest number of hits in November and December (Appendix C).  Although people are not interacting through posting topics or threads, research has shown that people also learn by ‘lurking’ and picking up ideas, even when they only read online postings and do not contribute themselves (Gray, 2004; Gulati, 2004; Beaudoin, 2002).  Wenger’s view is that ‘lurking’ is a form of cognitive apprenticeship which can be seen as legitimate peripheral participation in a discussion-oriented CoP (Lurker Project, 2003).  However, my opinion is that although learning is ongoing on an individual basis, the issue of collaborative learning within the wider community still needs to be addressed.  I believe that the next step in the ongoing development of this project is to design a moderation strategy that will encourage an awareness of a developing sense of community amongst visitors to the site. Thus far my skills have extended to organiser, technical trouble-shooter, guide, and chief respondent in the Discussion Forum.  Developing my moderator skills further to encourage and challenge my peers to participate will ensure that the site evolves from simply being a resource and information bank, to being a CoP where knowledge is constructed through shared learning.  
Conclusion:
This has been a very time consuming and challenging project, yet ultimately very rewarding.  The extent of my learning over the past four months has been huge in more ways than one.  From searching literacy related websites around the world I have discovered a treasure trove of literacy resources that neither I nor my peers would had time to access before this project.  These resources are now available to all tutors on the website.  I have acquired a whole new range of technical skills including using basic Adobe Photoshop; designing, creating and setting up a website on a web server; uploading and reconfiguring phpBB software files to a server; and administering a web based bulletin board.  The concept of developing a community of practice has evolved as I have moved through the stages of technical development, to promotion of the website, administration and moderation of the bulletin board.   It has been necessary to engage in much face-to-face discussion to cajole, persuade, allay fears, provide information, and act as a guide to exploring the potential of online communication to improve the quality of literacy tutors learning and tutoring experience.   I completely underestimated the amount of time that would be needed to get the project up and running and this meant that I ran out of time and failed to develop any plan for moderating the bulletin board.  I intend to address this issue in the immediate future.  I have been slightly overwhelmed by the complete engagement with the project amongst my peers and, most recently, my scheme manager and CDVEC management.   This support is very heartening but also frightening as nothing like this has ever been tried in the CDVEC literacy service before, and the responsibility for success or failure largely rests on my shoulders.   In the past tutors have expressed frustration about the fact that they work in isolation and have no formal means or channels through which they can articulate their practical knowledge and experience (Coleman, 2001).  I believe that www.connectingliteracytutors.com is one means of addressing these tutor concerns.  The website also has the potential to facilitate the development of a community of practice which will support professional learning and development of literacy practice amongst tutors in Ireland.
To call something scholarship is to claim it is public not private, that is susceptible to peer review and criticism, and that it is something that can be built on by others.  
· Research – start with a concern:  tutor isolation 

· Implementation of informed action through web site development that includes a method of posting messages which are threaded etc. to bring about improvement in practice – shared experience, resources, issues of concern; examples of good practice = CoP

· Add to a body of knowledge 

CoP – a group of people who share a concern or passion for something and who interact regularly to learn how to do it better.  

Domain – shared area of interest which in this case is to reduce the sense of isolation

Community – membership i.e. registration or viewing site implies a knowledge and commitment to the domain that distinguishes members form other people who work in this area – leads to sharing through discussions etc.  This is building a community.

Threaded discussions – build a knowledge base

Moodle – I kept a reflective journal through which I constructed my own knowledge and could assess my own learning journey.  The journal is a personal disclosure that encourages me to understand what I am learning from my experience on the MSc course and in my everyday teaching.  It allows me to challenge myself to confront what I see as the negative aspects of online learning – lack of face to face interaction; understanding the concept of ’community’ in an online environment and how I reconcile that with my understanding of ‘community’ in everyday life.  I work through my own thoughts on theories and concepts discussed during class meetings, lectures, and informal discussions with group and fellow tutors.

It documents instances of my interactions with other people on the course and in my work and how my attitudes change over times. It documents how I feel that a CoP is developing amongst students on the course:  mutual engagement; shared repertoire and joint enterprise – the journal helps me understand how I can use this knowledge to develop the web site for my own particular context.

Informal learning:  Internet allows people to seek out and use resources independently, control the pace of their own learning and talk to and consult others.  The web site encourages voluntary collaboration which encourages learning from the perspective of social relationships rather than on the acquisition of specific knowledge.  People do not have to openly participate as just opening the web site and reading what is a form of cognitive apprenticeship which can be seen as legitimate peripheral participation in a discussion oriented CoP.

Living Educational Theory:  

· Expressing a concern when educational values are not lived in practice – learning through social interaction is not happening for me due to a sense of isolation 

· Imagine a way forward – plan to take action the web site

· Gather data – Moodle postings; record of meetings with peers and fellow practitioners; site statistics; email correspondence

· Analyse the data and evaluate practice on effectiveness of actions

· Modify plans – in this case work on moderation skills to increase levels of collaboration

· Submit accounts of learning to a validation group

Clarifying my own values which I bring to my practice through this research:  personal autonomy and choice in learning; learning in a real life context; choice of resources; trust and respect.  Living educational theory is context specific but it is knowledge that has been generated through a collaborative dialectical process – open to public scrutiny, scepticism, review and criticism all of which are fundamental elements that must be present to validate the research.  

Appendix A (1-8):  
Sample emails (8) received in response to first email publicising website 

Appendix B        :  
Article written for CDVEC newsletter

Appendix C (1-2):
Web statistics for November and December 2004

Appendix D (1-3):  
Sample of Discussion Forum threads Nov/Dec 2004
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