Michigan Library Association Transitional Leadership Forum

Recommendation for Communities of Practice 
October 10, 2008
Introduction

In 2007, the Michigan Library Association (MLA) Restructuring Workgroup recommended, and the MLA Board of Directors approved, a new strategic governance model that included the convening of a Transitional Leadership Forum comprising 2007-08 Division, Roundtable and Committee Chairs and Chair-Elects.  The group was charged to study and recommend a plan to establish Communities of Practice that would provide members with the opportunity to network and pursue topics of special interest, as the former Divisions, Roundtables and Committees would no longer exist in the new governance model.  The group would also consider mechanisms to assess members’ ongoing needs and interests, providing opportunities for meaningful participation within a strategic governance system that enables MLA to achieve its vision, effectively serve its members, and sustain quality in future years.  
Beginning March 3, 2008 members of the Transitional Leadership Forum (TLF) engaged in a process where they:

· Gathered and reviewed member input on what they wanted and needed from the implementation of Communities of Practice (COPs)

· Studied theoretical and practical research

· Examined models that have been implemented in library and other organizations
· Reviewed MLA’s current operational capacities and limitations

· Discussed and debated the benefits and drawbacks of various options

· Reported to the Board of Directors and sought their feedback

· Developed the following recommendation

Participation was robust and many participants volunteered extra time to follow up on discussions of the full group, to further develop ideas, to edit draft documents and to help think through the implications of various options.
The members of the TLF are pleased to present this recommendation to create and implement a model for Communities of Practice at MLA.  We are excited about the potential this initiative has to connect MLA members with each other to share interests, develop knowledge and solve problems.  We also want to make clear that the model we are proposing presents a significant undertaking for our association which will require technology and staff resources beyond those we currently have in place.   This recommendation is being proposed with the knowledge that it presents both a strategic opportunity and a funding challenge that will require the board to make tough choices about priorities for MLA.  The first step is to develop a detailed business plan, which we recommend completing while we pilot several COPs this fall and winter (2008-2009).  We believe that we can implement this initiative in phases, and that our members will support a thoughtful, thorough process to ensure that MLA Communities of Practice build both value for members and the effectiveness of our association. 

Background

What is a Community of Practice?

The original theory originated from the work of Etienne Wenger.  According to Wenger, by definition Communities of Practice are: formed by people who engage in a process of collective learning in a shared domain of human endeavor.  They are also 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.

There are three characteristics that distinguish Communities of Practice.

The domain: A community of practice is not merely a club of friends or a network of connections between people. It has an identity defined by a shared domain of interest. Membership therefore implies a commitment to the domain, and therefore a shared competence that distinguishes members from other people.

The community: In pursuing their interest in their domain, members engage in joint activities and discussions, help each other, and share information. They build relationships that enable them to learn from each other.   A website in itself is not a community of practice. Having the same job or the same title does not make for a community of practice unless members interact and learn together.

The practice: A community of practice is not merely a community of interest--people who like certain kinds of movies, for instance. Members of a community of practice are practitioners. They develop a shared repertoire of resources: experiences, stories, tools, ways of addressing recurring problems—in short a shared practice. This takes time and sustained interaction.
The concept of community of practice has found a number of practical applications in business, organizational design, government, education, professional associations, development projects, and civic life.  SLA, PLA and ACRL are all in various stages of developing or implementing COPs.  Associations representing healthcare, education, technology and other specialties are utilizing COPs to address member and organizational needs across the country.  

Typical activities of a Community of Practice include problem solving, requests for information, seeking experience, reusing assets, coordination and synergy, discussing developments, documentation projects, visits, and mapping knowledge and identifying gaps.  These are all examples of what MLA members have said that they want access to through MLA. 

Communities of Practice are important because:
· They are nodes for the exchange and interpretation of information.

· They can retain knowledge in "living" ways, unlike a database or a manual. 

· They can steward competencies to keep the organization at the cutting edge. 

· They provide homes for identities. They are not as temporary as teams, and unlike business units, they are organized around what matters to their members.
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What Do We Want to Achieve Through Communities of Practice at MLA?

The members of the Transitional Leadership Forum identified seven key characteristics of Communities of Practice that they believe represent the interests of MLA members. The recommended model was designed to possess these characteristics.
1. Open access to all and broad participation of members

2. A supportive forum for networking and discussion

3. Simple, clear, easy process to get involved and participate

4. A ‘warehouse’ of member-created resources

5. The incubation of new initiatives

6. A positive, rewarding culture within MLA

7. A powerful, united presence in the community at-large

MLA members clearly want the opportunity to network and pursue topics of interest through Communities of Practice.  MLA Communities of Practice are intended to be: groups by topic or interest area; flexible to meet member interests and needs; inclusive of all MLA members throughout the state; a place to provide a networking opportunity; supportive of peer to peer professional development; and a means for identification of emerging issues and professional development needs. 
The Model

What Will Communities of Practice Look Like at MLA?

The recommended model for MLA COPs will require voluntary leadership and participation.  The primary modes of interaction will be web-based, ensuring access to participation for all MLA members.  Community life-cycles will be dependent on member interest, topic timeliness or relevance, and whether members want to produce a concrete product or output beyond archived discussions.  The model includes the option to develop special COP Projects that would be of value to MLA members, the association, or the profession and will require extra resources to complete.  
The TLF recommends that MLA COPs be implemented in phases, beginning immediately following roll-out at Annual Conference with the establishment of a few pilot Communities.  The TLF recognizes that a needs assessment and study of hardware, software, staffing and other aspects of infrastructure and operations must take place before the full realization of the envisioned model will be possible.  

How Will We Measure Success?

Each COP will be expected to define for itself and others the measurable outcomes it anticipates.  For example, COPs may measure how many people will participate, what they aim to achieve such as networking, idea sharing, development of best practices, shared resources, articles for publication, presentations for conferences, and more.  The Professional Development and Networking Committee will play an important role in evaluating the success of COPS for MLA and for developing resources to assist individual COPs in defining and measuring outcomes.  The TLF recommends that COPs measure, at a minimum, the following:

· Quantitative results – participation data (tracked by software)

· Qualitative results - participant satisfaction with value related to COP purpose, objectives (simple survey tool)

What if We Want To Do More?

Any Community of Practice may submit an application to undertake a Project that its members believe would be of value to MLA members, the association, or the profession.  Communities must be open to all MLA members; however, roles and tasks necessary to carry out the work may be assigned, potentially limiting the level of participation possible for the COP’s members.  The MLA Board of Directors will allocate resources as feasible to be available for a limited number of MLA COP Projects that will add strategic value and receive approval by the PDNC and Board.

What Are the Opportunities for Leadership and Recognition in COPs?

Information on best practices for Communities of Practice points to six key roles that offer differing levels of leadership, commitment and participation.  The TLF believes professional recognition of member roles in, and contributions to MLA COPs will enhance participation and effectiveness.  The following roles are recommended.

· Leader – guides the community’s purpose and strategic intent (Required)

· Champion – promotes the value of membership across the group (Optional as needed)

· Facilitator – fosters and facilitates interaction (Optional as needed)

· Subject Matter Experts – knowledgeable and experienced members of the community (Optional as needed)

· Content Editor – maintains accuracy of community content (Optional as needed)

· Member – participates and contributes/receives knowledge (Optional as needed)

How Will The Process Work?

The following outline represents the envisioned process to initiate, implement and dissolve an MLA COP or COP Project.  Processes, guidelines and tools will be developed as part of the pilot implementation.

Options to Participate in a COP:

· Web-based discussions, interaction.  Pilot COPs will be supported through listservs and will choose additional technologies to experiment with such as Skype, Go to Meetings, Google Groups, Facebook, Chat, Blog, Wiki, collaborative workspaces and more.
· Knowledge Sharing Sessions: The volunteer leader may submit a form notifying MLA of desire to host a Knowledge Sharing Session (KSS) for in-depth exploration or knowledge-building on a topic (speaker, demo, etc).  Staff will confirm and communicate the opportunity to members.  Participants will register through the MLA website and share costs (if any) so that the KSS is financially self-supported. No additional MLA resources used.

· Community Days: Held 2-4 times per year in different geographic locations, open to all MLA members. The focus of Community Days is on learning how to maximize the benefit of MLA Communities of Practice and on adding value for participants by facilitating face-to face interaction and fun. Participants will register through the MLA website and share costs so that Community Days are financially self-supported.
Initiating a COP: 

1. A simple form to register a COP is submitted to the Professional Development and Networking Committee (PDNC) by a member who is willing to serve as the volunteer leader.

2. The PDNC and designated MLA staff person will check the registration form for duplication of proposed topic or focus area, completeness, professional standards, and legality. 

3. If all-clear, MLA staff sets up (technology to be determined), notifies volunteer leader.

4. Email to MLA members communicating purpose and link to new community, opportunity to participate.

5. Anticipated response and activation would be within 7-10 days.

Options to Dissolve a COP:

· Annually, if desired, the Community Leader will submit a renewal form that specifies the COP purpose, roles, anticipated outcomes and value.

· If Community is inactive for one full year, it will automatically be retired.

Initiating a COP Project:

The TLF recommends that the PDNC develop a specific application and process to apply for additional resources to pursue a COP Project that includes the following steps. 
1. Application form and Project Plan is submitted by COP leaders. The Application and Project Plan will include (at a minimum) the following elements:

a. Project Name

b. Intended Audience/User

c. Project Purpose/Intent

d. Relationship of the Project to MLA Strategic Plan

e. Market Analysis/Needs Assessment

f. Project Objectives

g. Key Roles/Volunteers

h. Work Plan and Major Benchmarks

i. Resources Needed, Identified

j. Measure(s) of Success including:

· Quantitative data – (a) participation data; (b) whether output/result is achieved

· Qualitative data – (a) participant satisfaction with value, (b) evaluation of output/result based on end-user feedback.

2. The PDNC reviews the Application and Project Plan, clarifies and seeks additional information as needed to determine whether to forward the application to the Board for approval and assignment of resources.

3. If PDNC recommends MLA support, the application is forwarded to the Board for consideration.  The PDNC may also recommend that applicants continue to function as a COP, or delay the application.

4. If approved, MLA staff sets up (technology to be determined), assigns staff liaison and other resources, and notifies applicants.

5. Email is sent to MLA members communicating the Project and the opportunity to participate, including any specific tasks, roles or deadlines established in the Project Plan.

6. Expected response and activation within 1 – 2 months.

Implementing a COP Project:

COPS that have been approved for special projects will engage in web-based discussions, meetings and work sessions as proposed in the Project Plan.  The assistance of an MLA staff liaison will be provided as specified in the Project plan and periodic progress reports to the PDNC and Board will be required.  If the Project results are not achieved by the planned end date, the Project Leader may apply for an extension by submitting a renewal form that specifies progress, work to be done, and the revised end point.  Once the planned result is achieved, the Community may elect to continue to function as a COP based on interest or need.

Implementation and Timeline
In order to respond to member needs in a timely manner and to facilitate detailed business planning for long-term success, the TLF recommends that a limited number of pilot COPs should be implemented using currently available technologies and MLA resources while a comprehensive business plan is developed.  The business plan for COPs should be developed within the context of the overall strategic plan for MLA, which will also be updated during this period.  Existing committees can provide valuable expertise and guidance on technology and web site integration, marketing and communication, and evaluation.  The staff and Board of Directors will need to engage in a process to determine the level of resources that MLA will seek and commit to insure successful implementation of this important initiative.
The TLF recommends the following general timeline of events:

October, 2008

· MLA Board receives and accepts recommendation.
· Introduce Communities of Practice at 2008 Annual Meeting and recruit pilots.
· Hold information session for COP pilots at Annual Conference.

November, 2008 – December, 2008
· Develop means to evaluate pilot COPs.
· Determine process and roles to develop MLA strategic plan and business plan for COPs.
January, 2009 – October, 2009

· Professional Development and Networking Committee approves pilots.
· Launch pilot COPs (Targeted for January).
· Hold Spring Community Day to educate members about COPs (possible outside speaker or resource) and for pilots to further develop their plans and ideas.
· Feature pilot COPs in Michigan Libraries and on MLA Website.
· Implement process to develop strategic and business plans.
· Measure progress toward outcomes.

November, 2009

· COP pilots present their findings at MLA Annual Conference.
· Feature expert speaker on effective Communities of Practice.
· Roll out Board recommendation and timeline for full implementation of COPs.

Process and Participation to Develop the Recommendation
These MLA members volunteered their time, talent and expertise to produce this recommendation.  Because of their diligence, commitment and genuine interest in moving forward, this recommendation is responsive to members, realistic about current capacities, and responsible to the current and future stability of the association.  Thank you.
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