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Key points from Etienne Wenger keynote

1. The role of the steward is absolutely vital in a community of practice – the people who really nurture and build the community and who understand both the technology and the social, emotional and political context of that community.


2. We need to think about how people manage and experience their identity across a complex landscape of group memberships, communities and invitations to participate. Nobody has a singular professional community and we should never persuade ourselves that the community we run offers that to its members.

3. So, we need to think about how the communities we seek to nurture and build are really meaningful for people when they have so many multiple affiliations and memberships. What does our offer really mean for participants? How can we make it really meaningful for them?


4. All the people you connect with professionally, or who you seek to attract to your own community, are having to handle this issue of how they manage their identity / who they connect with / where they feel there is both value and a  place that they feel they are accountable to.


5. Community builders, community stewards perform the hard work of building bridges between different contexts and practices. They are individuals who want to enhance / enlarge the learning capabilities of their various communities, by opening them up to each other.


6. Healthy, thriving communities have social artists within them. Social artists are exceptional people. They may lead communities, they influence the tone of the communities they interact with, they invite and push people to learn and rethink. They are collaborative and wilful, idealistic and pragmatic. We don’t have a good language to recognise the value that these people bring to their organisation. We need to recognise them, their value and contribution.


7. We should move from a curriculum-oriented education system to an identity-oriented education. An education system that prepares people to manage their identity as lifelong learners in a complex landscape. Do we give children practice in managing these sorts of connections? 
Key points / lessons learned from the 3 online community or network projects

1. Just because you have built it, does not mean that they will come.


2. The diversity and the number of connections in a network are absolutely vital to its success.

3. Don’t try to compete with, or replace, existing networks and communities. Try to collaborate and connect with them. You also need to meet your members, your audience, where they are rather than assume they should exclusively come to you.


4. Online networks and communities work when you really manage, build and nurture them. They require patience and effort.

5. Don’t build a bolt on – online collaborative opportunities must really feed right into and support what your target members are about, what drives them.

6. For your editorially managed activity, think of ways to bring experienced practitioners together with aspiring, younger professionals. Think of ways of making the activity satisfy both camps.

7. Think of ways to bring existing audiences into your audience, rather than always building your audience from scratch – e.g. run an activity for and with an existing group / event.

8. Emotive and challenging content, and content about ethics, generates interest, engagement and feedback.
Notes

Keynote: ‘Crossing boundaries in landscapes of practice – towards a social discipline of learning’, Etienne Wenger ( www.ewenger.com )
What sort of literacy do we need to develop when thinking about CoPs – technical literacies or social literacies? That distinction is blurring argues Wenger, because of how widespread and integrated technology has become in our professional and everyday lives. He asks: what effect does the ubiquity of technology have on how we live and our understanding of who we are and how we construct knowledge in the social world? We have to understand how technology interacts with and has an impact on the social world.
Wenger stresses the importance of the role of the technology / community steward in Communities of Practice. Someone who has to have a foot in both worlds. A bit of a nerd and a bit of a social beast.
Wenger argues that the environments within which professionals live, operate and learn is a complex landscape of practices and connections and communities, where  very different practices jostle up against one another in the landscape. All very much adjacent to each other: He asks: what are the processes by which different practices / groups / communities interact with and  bump up against each other?
Wenger cites a Danish research student’s research into the identity and practice of an  IT support professional in a school who was at the same time working outside the school on also working on research project focusing on enhancing technology-enabled teaching and learning. The research identified that this person had and experienced very different identities in these two different worlds: an IT identity / support professional identity in the ‘teacher world’ as compared with a research / exploratory / advocate identity in the external educational research community. Wenger is very keen to look at and understand the experience and practices of people who are bridges between different practices and communities. He wishes to explore how we can build bridges positively to enhance the landscape and and to make healthy connections between practices and communities.
Wenger talks about the ‘reconfiguration of the geography of identity’ when we have full expressivity, when we have, as we now do, the ease of opportunity to self-publish. Our traces in the physical world are not computable whereas the our traces in the digital world are much more computible, traceable, findable. That affects our identity and our sense of who we are in the world. So Wenger is now interested in understanding the complexity of the landscape when it is so easy to make multiple new connections that are made possible by digital connections.
So we need to develop a literacy for how we manage ourselves and relate to others and design services in this environment, for how we manage and understand our connections between each other.
Professional connections are complex when they are not dictated by geography and proximity and workplace. What literacies do we need to develop to manage those relationships healthily?

Wenger cites the example of a ‘community of practice’ of patients with a rare blood disease – using email lists this group have become a very strong knowledgeable body and their community knowledge is affecting their relationships with their local healthcare providers.
Wenger – a very salient question is: what is our identity within this landscape? Where are our affiliations? Who do we identify with? How do we manage our multi-membership in different places where it can be boundless?
Wenger argues that we should think of ourselves as living in an identity society, not a knowledge society, a society where knowledge is so ubiquitous and where now, a key question is about how we understand and manage our various connections with different fellow professionals and groupings. How we manage and get value from and are accountable to a range of different groupings and communities. How do we make our navigation through that landscape meaningful?

When we think about mediating boundaries and connecting people in a complex landscape, we need to think about how our offer, the communities we seek to nurture and build is really meaningful for people when they have so many multiple affiliations and memberships. What does our offer really mean for participants? How can we make it really meaningful for them?
We need to construct, to think carefully about an identity of knowledgeability that is connected to our various connections and affiliations nodes in a complex landscape. Where are the places where we should connect and should be accountable?

This dilemma – all the people you connect with, or who you seek to attract to your own community, are having to handle this issue of how they manage their identity / who they connect with / where they feel there is both value and a  place that they might even be accountable to … 
Wenger moves on to identify the key issues he is currently focusing on, struggling with.
Social learning spaces – what is the nature of the learning space? How do we create it as something meaningful for its participants? What kind of invitations do they need to have?

So the question is: When have you experienced a genuine social learning space? What are the conditions that allow you to discover someone as a genuine, fruitful learning partner?

Learning citizenship – if we are all travellers in a landscape of different practices, what is the ethical requirement of a learning citizen?

What are the acts of learning citizenship? Participating, brokering, convening, moving on

Doing that hard work of building bridges between different contexts and communities is hard work but it is done by individuals who want to enhance / enlarge the learning capabilities of their communities, who want to open them up to each other …
Question: who are you as a learner citizen?

Social artists – learning as activism

All of us are in some way learning citizens, we all contribute in one way or another to the learning capability of our communities . Social artists are something else, something additional. They may lead communities, they influence the tone of the communities they interact, they invite and push people to learn and rethink.

They are social and intentional, collaborative and wilful, both idealistic and pragmatic.

We don’t have a good language to recognise the value that these people bring to their organisation. We need to recognise them, their value and contribution.
Question: Do you know a social artist?
Learning governance – learning as systematic capability

Where, in which communities, do you feel accountable? There is a lot of accountability in both vertical and horizontal CoPs. There is stewarding that is part of vertical accountability but there is also emerging governance that is very accountable within horizontal communities.
Wenger is interested in the people that are able to connect both the vertical and the horizontal communities and structures … the people who walk at 45 degree angles … who have a foot in both camps …. who demonstrate transversal leadership … 
Question: Where have you seen good transversal leadership? People who can translate stories from the horizontal communities into the vertical structures so that policy is affected?
Under questioning about whether he feels the curriculum ought to be reformed to support the sort of literacies he’s talked about here, Wenger argues: we should move from a curriculum-oriented education system to an identity-oriented education … an education system / approach that prepares people to manage their identity as learners in a complex landscape. Do we give children practice in managing these connections? If we did we would ask questions like:

- where have you visited? what is meaningful for you about this field? what practices have you encountered? 

- we should encourage kids to become really, really, really good at something, so that they can engage with other masters in that field? Becoming really good at something is transformational and requires connections with and participation in communities of expertise. 
Building Communities and Networks – 3 presentations from JISC projects


Following Wenger, we had 3 presentations from JISC-supported projects building online communities of practice, trialling the use of online tools to promote building of CoPs to connect business and academia, in particular to foster knowledge transfer out of universities and into successful business innovations.

1. Leeds Innovation Network - Brian McCaul (University of Leeds)
A project to promote knowledge transfer in the university technology research and development domain – transfer of good ideas out into the world of business to become revenue generating.
The classic knowledge transfer problem in this domain = there is more intellectual capacity than we’ve historically been able to exploit and share with business.

So, does web 2.0 help us to solve this problem?

Key issues:
- We need to connect people better
- Social capital improves performance – people who are brokers do better, people who are well connected enjoy greater success
- Openness drives innovation – because most of the smart people don’t work for you > Can we create an ecosystem that encourages knowledge transfer
A key proposition: you can’t do it all alone. KT used to be about assembling and employing the most able team … So KT 2.0 is all about assembling the right network > You can’t employ all the smart people …
So you need to find them – which is getting easier via online networks – organise them, which is again getting easier via online groups and tools – and thereby reduce transaction costs all round.
KT used to be primarily about technology push – pushing out new tech to a marketplace > It now ought to be about market pull – making our innovations and connections open to, visible to, existing networks out there in the marketa market 

KT used to be about research excellence by groups or individuals > We need to see it as a more social process, bringing knowledge into fluid networks than can assemble around a set of ideas and create products and value out of them.
Lessons learned from this project to date
· never assume that if you build it they will just come

· weak ties are as important as strong ties

· the diversity and number of connections in a network is absolutely vital to its success
· don’t try to compete with, or replace existing networks and communities – try to collaborate and connect with them.
You also need to meet your members, your audience, where they are rather than assume they should only come to you > So think about a network of networks approach – appreciate that different tools / networks / communities have different roles for people.
But … people still need a community to come home to! [Echoes EW’s point about genuine social learning space]
· these processes work when you really manage them, they require patience and effort.

· be brutal – be prepared to turn off some of the old tools

· be patient – sometimes it is a log haul

· Don’t offer anyone a bolt on – online collaborative opportunities must really feed right into and support what your target members are about, what drives them.

The average email user will underestimate the benefits of collaborative experiences / spaces by a factor of 3 while the advocate of the collaborative community will overestimate them by a factor of 3. We need to recognise that and really manage the process and build the community.
2. OPEN-i - Paul Lowe (University of the Arts London)

An ongoing project to build a virtual community of practice called OPEN-i, an online learning and networking space for the photojournalism industry, bringing together practising photojournalists with students on Masters course

UAL wanted to develop a fully online professional photojournalism Masters degree. The course model makes extensive use of Wimba online classroom / conferencing– makes strong and deep connections between the professional practice community and the learners, the aspiring early career professionals.
The initial vision – they didn’t want this to be a student- course-focused community but more a professional community into which students would be invited.
So, the project team initially went out to find thought leaders in the industry, formed an editorial board to identify what the key issues facing the profession were – then recruited thought leaders to address these key issues in the first ‘webinars’ – once acritical mass of professional practitioners was established > THEN it was opened out to students

They run bi-weekly webinars – sometimes for a very global audience – careful thought has been put in to the timing of events to reach different global audiences.
The forums in the community haven’t taken off. The live webinars have. Bringing together thought leaders. Bringing together aspiring and early entrants with very established thought leaders. Has become a virtual talking shop for the industry – an industry really radically changing right now becaue of the rise of digital photography.
They run very topical webinars – e.g. just about to do a webinar on the ethics of publishing certain types of very graphic images about the impact of the earthquake in Haiti. And this encounter with practising professionals radically affects the curriculum … 

Open-I – is the home of the community – uses Ning – and the heart of the activity is the live webinars – To recruit people to them and set them up is time-consuming work – so they have farmed out the effort of recruiting speakers to other partners. 
Recordings of webinars are viewed in large numbers – they are all recorded and saved as MP4s

The project has linked up with a photojournalism mag – and they do a webinar in association with them when new editions published .. so they are building their offering on an existing audience.
Paul Lowe – Flip video cameras have been a real asset – a quick way of capturing 2 minute interviews with practitioners – with members of the community and posting them to the community space.

3. Creative Industries KTN (Knowledge Transfer Network), Jeremy Davenport (UAL)

Creative industries KTN – all about business-led innovation. Lots of beacon projects across all creative industry sectors. A network of networks

Their social networking platform – built on the Elgg platform - was always designed as a community that will generate new partnerships / projects as a driver to business innovation. The networking space has national / regional / thematic communities, groups.

Lessons learned

Personal profiles have been key to the design and success of the network, as has the ability for people to self-organise in special interest groups.
“It takes time to build a community” – to build credibility

Build it and they will come is hugely false – the activity that is nurtured and managed is what is key – the package of events / content / activity is what is core to this initiative.
- intuitive interface is important
- give users clear calls to action / get people to take ownership

- emotive and challenging content generates feedback

- involve respected thought leaders as a way to develop engagement with the brand – ensure that the space is a place where thought leadership happens

