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MLA is poised to pilot communities of practice (COPs) early in 2009. The Communities of Practice is a new idea to many of us.  If you have not done so already, I encourage you to read the final Transitional Leadership Forum report on Communities of Practice.  This report will answer many of your questions about what a COP is, what we aim to achieve through COPs,  what your role in a COP could be, and what is envisioned for COPs at MLA.  That document is available online at: http://www.mla.lib.mi.us/transition.
Below are questions that arose at Annual Conference regarding COPs.   The Professional Development and Networking Committee welcomes your comments and questions. Please feel free to post questions to the blog. And check back frequently to read answers to questions posed by others.
1. What aspects of COPs will determine any one COPs lifespan? Who determines when 
a COP will go away?

A community of practice is not merely a community of interest.  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. 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.  Therefore, each COPs’ lifespan could be different. 
Each COP will have a desired outcome. For some COPs, this outcome may be fruitful discussions on a topic. These COPs may exist as long as there is discussion on a topic and a person willing to serve as the leader. Other COPs will have outcomes that are “products” such as Best Practices documentation, publications, or proposals for workshops or annual conference presentations.  

Once the outcome is met, that particular COP will conclude. However, the members of the COP may choose to start a new project or a new COP to continue discussions or select/apply for  another project or outcome.   If a COP is inactive for a year  it will automatically be retired.  

2).  Do COPs have to have an end goal or product or can we be a “continuous” CoP with an interest area? What if all we want is a listserv where ideas can be generated?

 A  list-serv  or 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.   A community of practice has an identity defined by a shared domain of interest and works to build knowledge. Membership therefore implies a commitment to the domain, and therefore a shared competence that distinguishes members from other people.  In pursuing their interest in their domain, members engage in joint activities and discussions, help each other, and share information.  

A list-serv, wiki, collaborative workspace and other technology tools are vehicles to support a COP.  However, a COP does take time to develop and once formed can develop over time and work on consecutive outcomes.  Our pilots will determine a model that works at MLA. 

3).  Has this been done by other associations?

Yes. 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.  Both the Special Library Association and the Public Library Association have instituted communities of practice for their members, and the Academic and Research Libraries Division of ALA has plans to introduce COPs later this year. Other associations and organizations, such as businesses and governments, use the COP model for  collaboration, problem-solving and networking.
4).  Is there a danger in developing Best Practices documentation?

We do not anticipate any problems with COPs developing Best Practices documentation. Also, Best Practices documentation is not binding to every library. The documentation would inform, not dictate practices.

5).  What number of COPs can there be? Are you going to limit the number of topics/communities of practice? Do we anticipate having a core group of communities?

During the pilot phase, we will limit the number of pilots so that the Professional Development and Networking Committee can make sure they are getting the attention they deserve.   Pilots will help MLA develop a business model for replication. We do anticipate that some COPs may have short lifespans while others may provide a core group.  Again, the pilots will tell us a lot. There are costs associated with building COPs at MLA and those factors must be evaluated.  Ideally, we won’t have to limit the number of COPs but that is yet to be determined.  Successful COPs will achieve the outcomes defined in the TLF report and recommendations.
6). What size can/should an individual COP be?  

The size of any COP would depend on its purpose and goals. There are no minimum or maximum limits on the number of people who can participate in a COP. There will be a limited number  of COPs  at the beginning just to ensure successful experiences. 

7). What responsibilities does the leader have?  

Information on best practices for Communities of Practice points to six key roles that offer differing levels of leadership, commitment and participation.  The following roles are recommended.

· Leader – guides the community’s purpose and strategic intent (Required)
· Member – participates and contributes/receives knowledge (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)

During the pilot phase, the COP leader is responsible for submitting the application and communicating with the Professional Development and Networking Committee and MLA staff as needed. The leader would also initiate interaction among the COP members and make sure the community doesn’t stray from its intended outcome. During the pilot phase, the committee will learn from the pilot COP leaders’ experiences and develop a COP toolkit that will include information about the leader’s responsibilities.
8).
What evidence/document will MLA provide for academic librarians to use 
for tenure, promotion, recognition? How does the COP model serve members who have specific requirements for tenure?

Proposing and establishing a COP in an excellent way to demonstrate leadership skills, initiative, a desire to serve the profession, and knowledge of current trends and issues in the profession. We assume that all these attributes would be viewed positively by academic tenure and promotion committees. Once established, the discussions and final products completed by the COP will be archived on the MLA website and can be used in tenure and promotion files to demonstrate your contributions to the COP and its outcome. We can explore other forms of documentation and recognition as well. 
9).
Can non-members join a community of practice?

Joining one or more communities of practice is a benefit of MLA membership and will not be available to non-members. Because the COPs will be primarily virtual, their members will need to authenticate through MLA before they can enter the COPs . 

During the pilot phase, non-members may have access to the virtual tools used by certain pilot CoPs because there will not be an authentication requirement. However, MLA will not add their email addresses to the listserv it intends to create for each pilot.  Nonmembers who participate in the pilot and see the benefits of the community of practice are invited to join MLA.

10). 
What are the benefits of COPs to MLA student members?

Communities of practice could provide students with practical information about “real life” in the profession and help them determine what they’d like their eventual job focus to be.  A COP should also provide valuable connections for a student who will soon be in the job market.  Librarians and library staff may benefit from student participation as well. Students often have up-to-the-minute technology skills and new perspectives that could benefit COP members who have been in the profession for a while.

11).
What value is there to doing communities under MLA's umbrella as opposed 
to elsewhere?

Working within MLA’s structure when forming/maintaining a community  gives credence to the notion that the community is a professional group with a purpose, not  “just hanging out with friends” discussing work.   Projects produced under the MLA banner have added value and credibility with MLA’s brand.  Furthermore, COPs in MLA will enable you to collaborate with your colleagues in Michigan and address best practices issues unique to this state.  COPs will receive the organizational support of the MLA.  Although COPs are intended to be virtual,  they may also choose to meet on Community Days or  at Annual Conference for face-to-face interaction. 

12).
Are communities tied to conference?

They are not required to be tied to conference but there are opportunities to do so.  A COP may form to develop proposals for conference programs or hold a face-to-face meeting at Annual Conference. But there is no formal link between annual conference and communities of practice.
13).
Do these communities replace the roundtables and divisions?

The communities of practice will provide opportunities to interact and collaborate with people who share similar interests and concerns. COPs may also form to propose professional development workshops or conference programs. In these ways, the COPs are quite similar to the roundtables and divisions, and could be seen as replacing them. However, there are significant differences between COPs and the groups of the previous structure. MLA members may join as many COPs as they wish.  Under the previous structure, MLA members were limited in the number of groups they could join. The roundtables and divisions were formed along interests, job responsibilities, or type of library and had mandatory requirements of producing workshops, annual conference sessions and elections. COPs will allow you more flexibility.  COPs may have outcomes that are of interest to a wide audience and invite collaboration among individuals that wasn’t possible under the previous structure. In COPs the various roles are taken on as needed by the community instead of elected positions.
14).
How will communities of practice differ from what has in the past been Special 

Interest Groups within MLA?

There was only one Special Interest Group within MLA, the Educational Curriculum Interest Group.  Similar to boards and divisions, there will no longer be a requirement that COPs produce an annual workshop or an Annual Conference session.  However, people will need to be members of MLA to participate in MLA COPs.
15).
Is there a limit to the number of COPs I can join? Is there a fee to be a member of a 

COP?

It is envisioned that MLA members may join as many communities of practice as they wish with no cost per individual COP.   However, the business model for COPs will be developed through the pilot process and there will be costs associated with building COPs at MLA.  How those funds will be raised is yet to be determined.

16).
What is the timeline for the process?

Applications for pilot COPs are due by December 19, 2 008. They should be sent as email attachments to Gretchen Couraud  (couraudg@mlcnet.org) and Julia Nims (jnims@emich.edu) . Application forms are available online at  http://www.mla.lib.mi.us/transition.
The Professional Development and Networking Committee will meet in January to review the applications and select the pilot COPs. The COPs  will start in early winter and continue until Annual Conference 2009, when they will share their experiences with the membership during a scheduled program. The committee will sponsor a Community Day for the pilot COPs in early winter. This in-person meeting will serve as an orientation to COPs and how they will operate during the pilot phase. 

17).
Can we use a wiki?

During the pilot phase, COPs are encouraged to experiment with tools that are available on the Web free of charge. We hope to see pilot COPs try wikis, blogs, Google Groups, online chat, and other tools so that we can plan what technologies MLA needs to make available once the pilot phase is over. We also hope to pilot one COP through MLA’s website. A list of possible technologies is included on the pilot COP application. If a tool you want to use is not listed on the application, don’t be deterred from submitting a proposal. You may be aware of a great tool that is not included on the application.

18).
What if I have an idea for a COP, but not enough details to complete the application 
form?

There are probably other people interested in the same idea. Perhaps colleagues can help you flesh out your ideas. If you have any questions about the form itself or the type of information needed to complete the application, you can contact Julia Nims at 734.487.0020, x2139 or jnims@emich.edu. 

19).
Could you post a list of ideas that have already been submitted?

Sure. We will post the ideas for pilot COPs on the MLA blog as we receive them. But please don’t wait to see a list of proposed pilot COPs before you submit an application.

20).
Who will serve as moderator of COPs?

The Professional Development and Networking Committee will oversee the COPs as a whole. The committee will examine the applications to determine that a COP with the same outcome doesn’t already exist. We will also check-in periodically with the COPs to see how they are progressing toward their outcome. Individual COPs will have leaders and members who will determine how the community will interact and how it will move toward its goals.

21).
Do you plan to get the co-ops involved in promoting COPs?

We invite everyone to help promote Communities of Practice!  During the pilot phase we’ll be working out the bugs.  During the full-scale implementation phase we will reach out to all library organizations to get the word out, including library coops. 
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