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Developing 
Communities of 
Practice 

A guide to establishing 

Communities of Practice 
(CoPs)

 

 

Welcome to Developing Communities of Practice: A guide to establishing Communities of 
Practice (CoPs); presented by the Rehabilitation Research and Training Center on Evidence-
Based Practice in Vocational Rehabilitation (RRTC-EBP-VR). 
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Play Forward

Hello, and welcome 

to this training 

module!

Reverse

 

 

Before we get started, I would first like to briefly talk about how to navigate through this course. 
At the bottom of your screen is a toolbar that you will use to navigate through this module.  
Click on the play, or forward button, to advance each slide.  Click on the back button to return to 
a previous slide. 
 
Each unit is narrated, so you will be able to listen to the content.  However if you need to, or 
prefer to read the audio in each unit, it is available in text form.  On the right hand side of the 
screen you will notice a tab titled “Notes”.  Click on the “Notes” tab to view all of the spoken 
text for each slide. 
 
Are you able to view the unit, but are not able to see notes, or a “Notes” tab?  Some computers 
will open up the unit in a smaller window and the notes tab will be hidden.  If this is the case, 
you will see a smaller control bar on the bottom right of your screen like the image on this slide.  
Click the icon to the right of the volume icon (which is currently outlined in red on this slide) or 
just maximize your screen.   
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Key Elements of a 
Community of 
Practice, or CoP

How busy VR 
professionals can 
form and use a CoP

Resources to learn 
more about CoPs

In this module:

 

 

In this module, you will be given an overview of: 
• The Key elements of a Community of Practice, or as what we will also refer to as a CoP 
• How busy VR professionals can form and use a CoP to improve employment outcomes and 

quality of employment for people with disabilities, and  
• Where to obtain Resources to learn more about CoPs 
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… represents a group of 
individuals who share a 
common set of 
challenges and a desire 
to collaboratively find 
solutions.

A Community of Practice

 

 

A Community of Practice (CoP) represents a group of individuals who share a common set of 
challenges and a desire to collaboratively find solutions. 
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“…groups of people who 
share a concern or a passion 
for something they do and 
learn how to do it better as 
they interact regularly” 
(Wegner, McDermott, & 
Snyder, 2002).

Communities of Practice have 
been defined as…

 

 

Communities of Practice (CoP) have been defined as….. 
“…groups of people who share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to 
do it better as they interact regularly” (Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002). 
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 Shared Challenges & Need to 
Learn
 Share common challenges, and 

desire to learn collaboratively

 Community
 Bond over time

 Practice
 Work together to develop 

resources

Key Elements of a CoP:

 

 

The key elements of a CoP are shared challenges and/or a need to learn, community, and 
practice.   
 
In a CoP, members share a common set of challenges and a desire to collaboratively find 
solutions.  The community develops as members bond over time through sharing diverse 
experiences and perspectives and by learning collectively. Members work together to develop 
resources that affect their practice. 
 
(Wenger-Trayner, E. & Wenger-Trayner, B., n.d.)  
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1. Identify a challenge
2. Connect with others
3. Choose a learning 

environment
4. Agree on ground rules
5. Discuss your challenge and 

acquire information
6. Develop strategies
7. Apply what you learn
8. Evaluate your experience
9. Share resources

9 Basic Steps

 

 

How can you form and use a CoP to improve employment outcomes and quality of employment 
for your consumers?  There are 9 basic steps, each of which will be discussed in further 
detail: 

 
• Identify in your practice a challenge that affects your ability to help consumers meet their 

employment goals. 
• Connect with others who share a similar challenge. 
• Choose a learning environment. 
• Agree on ground rules and expectations. 
• Discuss your challenge and acquire information. 
• Develop strategies to address your challenge 
• Apply to your practice what you’ve learned 
• Evaluate your experience 
• Share resources among members and with other professionals 
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Step 1

Identify in your practice a 
challenge that interferes 
with your ability to help 
consumers meet their 
employment goals.

 

 

1. Identify in your practice a challenge that interferes with your ability to help consumers 
meet their employment goals. 
Challenges frequently cited by VR Counselors include lack of knowledge about disability specific 

strategies connected with successful employment outcomes, employer needs and labor 
market demands, and skill development in the areas of time and resource management, 
assessing client motivation, and disability-related laws and policy. 

 
What is your challenge? 
 
Define it in measureable terms.  For example, if your challenge is: Lack of knowledge about a 

disability-specific intervention connected with successful employment outcomes, you could 
define your challenge as “none of my consumers received “X” intervention; “X”% are closed as 
a 26.”  Then, after applying the intervention you’ve learned, to consumers in your caseload, 
you could compare the percentage of 26 closures to the percentage prior to applying the 
intervention. This will give you a measure of how successful the intervention is. 

 
(Anderson, Matthews, Lui, Nierenhausen, & Lawler, n.d.) 
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Step 2

Connect with others who 
share a similar challenge.

 

 

2. Connect with others who share a similar challenge. 
Are there others in your agency or profession who share similar challenges?  Connect with them 
through staff meetings, professional associations, or a professional network such as LinkedIn. 
Learn if they’re interested in being part of a community of people working together to find 
solutions to a shared problem. 
These people will form your community. 
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Step 3

Choose a Learning Environment.

 

 

3. Choose a learning environment. 
How do members want to meet, connect, and share information? 
Decide on an environment that works best for everyone in your community.  You could meet in 
person, meet entirely online, or choose a combination of both. 
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Step 4

Agree on ground rules and expectations.

 

 

4. Agree on ground rules and 
expectations 

Collectively discuss and agree on your 
goals, expectations for participation, 
frequency of meetings, and the desired 
learning outcome. 
Consider if you’d like one or more 
members to serve as facilitators of 
your community, or if you’d rather 



create a learning space in which 
leadership and participation develop 
organically. 
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Step 5

Discuss your challenge 
and acquire information.

 

 

5. Discuss your challenge and acquire information. 
Share your unique experiences and perspectives on your collective challenge.  Explore and 
acquire resources that could help you meet your desired learning outcome.  Focusing on best, 
or evidence-based practices (EBP).  Click on this link to access a training module to learn more 
about integrating EBP into your practice: 
http://research2vrpractice.org/trainingonlineintegrating-research/ 
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Step 6

Develop strategies to 
address your challenge.

 

 

6. Develop strategies to address your challenge. 

Use your acquired resources and each member’s unique perspective to develop strategies that 
will affect the employment outcome, and quality of employment, for individual consumers in 
your caseload.  Document the resources you’ve used and the approach you are taking for future 
reference, and to share with other Practitioners, Counselors and Researchers.  
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Step 7

Apply to your practice what you have learned.

 

 

7. Apply to your practice what you’ve learned 
 
Apply what you have learned, paying attention to what works, and doesn’t work.  If something 
doesn’t work, consider trying it again or doing it differently.  If it still doesn’t work, would 
something else work?  Document this information for use as a resource among community 
members, and to share with other practitioners. 
 
 
 

  



Slide 15 

 

Step 8

Evaluate your experience!

 

 

8. Evaluate your experience. 
 
Did membership in the community affect your practice?  How?  Was this a positive learning 
experience for you? 
 
What outcome for the consumers resulted from applying what you learned?  Note what 
worked, and what didn’t work; or if it worked when tried again, did applying what you learned 
address the challenge you originally defined?  Document this information for use as a resource 
among community members, and to share with other practitioners.  The use of an electronic 
survey tool can be an easy way to collect and store this information for future use. 
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Step 9

Share what 
you’ve learned!

 

 

9. Share what you’ve learned. 
 
Most importantly, share what you’ve learned with other professionals, practitioners and 
researchers, to help improve VR service delivery and to encourage the use of Communities of 
Practice as a professional development tool.  
 
Common ways to share information are through staff meetings, professional associations, and 
professional social media sites such as LinkedIn. 
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Want to Learn more?

Contact the RRTC-EBP-VR for assistance in setting up a 
CoP to address improving employment outcomes and 
quality of employment for people with disabilities who 

receive services from state/federal VR agencies.

www.research2vrpractice.org

1-855-820-3929

 

 

Want to Learn More? 
• Contact the RRTC-EBP-VR for assistance in setting up a CoP to address improving 

employment outcomes and quality of employment for people with disabilities who receive 
services from state/federal VR agencies at 

• www.research2vrpractice.org, or by phone at 1-855-820-3929 
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