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Abstract: Developing a ‘sense of belonging’ in the first year of any university study is a challenge.  Students are engaging in paid work with increasingly long hours and they report reduced levels of peer collaboration. These factors have significant potential to erode opportunities to grow any inclusive learning community. In the course being discussed in this paper there were additional challenges including diverse modes of learning, learner ages, levels of interest and experience in the subject matter.  In response to these needs, we were keen to see if we could create an environment that would encourage inclusive and active engagement regardless of student circumstances, a ‘community of practice’ (COP).  Is it possible to develop a COP for first year students? This paper begins the process of evaluating our experience and the findings suggest that we did manage to foster a community of practice however we also found that these strategies may have higher levels of acceptance by particular cohorts rather than universally.  In this paper we share our challenges, successes and ideas for transferring our learning to the development and reviews of other courses.  The ‘take home’ lessons from this experience might equally be applied to first time online learners at other stages of their degree or post graduate learners who may be exposed to active learning online for the first time.
Keywords: Community of Practice, flexible delivery, 1st year students, active learning, inclusive learning
The Challenge
All that is valuable in human society depends upon the opportunity for development accorded the individual. Albert Einstein (n.d.)

Developing a ‘feeling of belonging’ in the first year of any university course is a challenge.  However, in the context of this discussion (and course) there were additional challenges including flexible learning versus internal learning, experience versus inexperience in subject matter, recent school leavers versus mature aged students, and students who viewed the course core to their learning versus those who did not.  The need to provide an opportunity for development of all individuals within this course regardless of subgroup was the impetus for change. This is the story of a team who needed to revamp a large first year course in a very short time period and create an effective and inclusive learning environment that provided the potential to deliver appropriate learning outcomes for all students.
As identified by Lawrence (2003) the modern university has had to deal with the paradigm shifts of ‘elite-mass’ and ‘investment-cost’, thus changing the very nature of university education. The implication of these changes has meant that participation has widened but the responsibility for this participation has moved from the public (state) to the private (individual) sector (Lawrence, 2003). More than ever before the subgroups, previously underrepresented, are now achieving a critical mass within the university (Lawrence, 2003). With this increase in identifiable subgroups comes differing demands upon education to recognise their special nuances, character traits and needs. This paradigm shift causes real issues at the ‘sharp end’ of the educational experience for both educators and students. Educators will need to be creative and find new ways to design and deliver effective learning experiences to cater for these differing demands (DEST 2002, p.5):
“Mass higher education means a different sort of higher education system, with different parameters and expectations for students, academics and the community. It requires rethinking the design of learning experiences and courses, teacher-student contact, and the role of the academic. It necessitates re-examining the way courses are delivered, the implications of institutional policies and practices and recognising that systems of support for learning are as important as the delivery of subjects and courses.”  
While this paper does not specifically address systems of support for learning in a traditional sense it does centre on the design of learning experiences and the way they are delivered and from a course perspective it does concern itself with scaffolding systems to support learning.
The challenge was five fold:

1. Realign the course content, outcomes and delivery with the actual learning needs of the students.

2. Encourage the virtues required for a blended learning environment which would provide a rich learning experience regardless of whether students were enrolled by flexible or internal modes, experienced or inexperienced in the subject matter, recent school leavers or mature aged students, if they viewed the course core to their learning or not. 

3. Develop assessment strategies congruent with steps 1 and 2.
4. Develop a learning environment that engendered a ‘feeling of belonging’ and that was inclusive enough for all students to feel engaged in the learning experience consistently across the whole term.
5. Develop a ‘community of practice’ where that engagement translated to a community that encouraged mutual engagement, a shared repertoire and joint enterprise.
Background to the problem

Central Queensland University (CQU) is a young, energetic and evolving university serving in excess of 24 000 students from over 120 different countries in approximately a dozen campuses spread throughout Australia and Asia (Central Queensland University 2006a). CQU will offer the Bachelor of Engineering (BEng) in flexible mode for the first time in 2007, only the second such program in Australia to make this move.  The Bachelor of Occupational Health & Safety (BOHS) has been operating in flexible mode for more than a decade.  There has been a long history of sharing teaching and students, educational research and scholarship between these two programs. The OHS online learning environments are a ‘work in progress’, constantly being reviewed and improved, so we were asked to share this learning and in particular our experience of 1st year courses. This paper is an effort to record, in some meaningful way, our learning from one aspect of our online learning environments so as to share our understandings with our engineering colleagues.  
A foundation course within the BOHS is “Introductory Health and Safety Risk Management”. The course numbers for 2006 were 135 students. The breakdown of the student numbers were 36 attending on campus in Rockhampton, 8 in Bundaberg, and the remaining 91 students enrolled as flexible learners. The demographics of the class predominately featured a mix of mature aged students and recent school leavers from two disciplines. The majority of students (57) were Bachelor of Human Movement Science (BHMSc) students and predominately school leavers; the second largest group were those enrolled in the BOHS (49) and they were predominately mature aged. Due to the generic applicability of the subject matter and the very flexible nature of the OHS courses, the remaining students came from diverse program areas, including learning management, business, accounting, human resources, engineering, and education. With such a broad range of program areas and prerequisite skills - to effectively engage the students, the course had to be both flexible in its delivery and generic enough to meet all the students’ needs. Pre 2006 the course was taught by a single lecturer who overtly centred their efforts on the needs of the BHMSc students. Anecdotal evidence collected during an informal review of the OHS program at the end of 2005 suggested that the OHS students felt marginalized (nearly half the class); disappointed that their first ‘real’ discipline course didn’t seem to cater for them. These students also highlighted a need for the course to be more interactive as they felt isolated in trying to make sense of the power point slides that were loaded as the ‘content’ for the course. There also appeared to be very little engagement within the online environment which was the primary learning environment for the flexible students as the assessment (online exams) were also conducted in this area. It was decided that the course should be reassigned to two lecturers who were passionate about the subject matter and realign the focus and delivery to better meet the needs of the whole student cohort before the course could be offered again in 2006.

The reality of student demographics and the first year experience
Only 45% of Central Queensland University’s domestic students are under 24 years of age.  Students in the domestic cohort are mostly rural (71%). When considering the Socio Economic Status (SES) of our students it was found that in 2004 that 26% would be considered as having a low SES background. (CQU Analysis and Planning Unit 2004). Many are the first in their family to attend university. Fifty three percent of our domestic students are enrolled as Distance/Flexible learners (CQU Student Services 2004).  These statistics are important because they impact on opportunities to engage in the learning experience.
In 2005 a significant report was published by the Department of Education, Science and Training, The first year experience in Australian universities: Findings from a decade of national studies (Krause, Hartley, James & McInnis 2005). The study reports a comparison of findings over a ten year period across six key areas covering the first year experience of students. They are: aspirations, change and uncertainty in the first year; student expectations and adjustments to university study; engaging with learners and learning at university; managing commitments in the first year; perceptions of teaching and satisfaction with courses; and the first year experience of significant student groups. They found that respondents working longer hours (16 or more per week) have particular characteristics. They are more likely to be: older; from an English speaking background; from a lower SES background (as measured by parental education); and enrolled in a course additional to their on-campus enrolment (Krause et al 2005).  These findings are important because the CQU student profile suggests that there is a potential for many of our first year students to share these characteristics.  This is significant because Krause et al (2005, p.56) also suggest that 

“While we cannot say that there is a direct causal relationship between working longer hours and lower academic performance, students working more than 16 hours per week are more likely than those working shorter hours to have an average mark of 60 per cent or less. A number of findings indicate that working longer hours is associated with weaker engagement and attachment to university and having less time to devote to activities on campus. Compared with those working fewer hours, respondents working 16 hours or more are more likely to seriously consider deferring (34 per cent compared to 28 per cent) and to consider deferring because of paid work commitments. They are considerably more likely to say that paid work interferes at least moderately with their academic work (83 per cent compared with 47 per cent) and to agree that you can miss a lot of classes because notes are on the web. They are less likely to be interested in extra-curricular activities at university.”
These trends posed a very real threat to our efforts to establish a feeling of belonging and engagement of the learner in a learning community – online or face to face!
Additional concerns about the reported experience of 1st year students
Krause et al (2005) reported peer collaboration trends (Figure 1). The data suggests that in the last decade there has been a decline in peer collaboration.

Figure 1:  Peer collaboration trends, 1999-2004 (% of students) (1999: n. =2609; 2004: n. =2344) 

Source: Krause et al 2005, p40.
[image: image1.png]Table 4.7 Peer collaboration trends, 1999-2004 (% of students)

(1999, N=2609; 2004, N=2344)

Daily/ Irregularly/
‘Weekly Never
Work with other students on course areas 1999 44 56
with which you had problems 2004 31 69
Get together with other students to discuss 1999 48 52
subjects/units 2004 40 60





It is possible that this finding reflects the demographics highlighted in the last section, that is, the pressures of combining work and study. This finding was important in relation to the redesign of our course. We needed to encourage peer collaboration against this trend.  It is not useful to aspire to the development of a community of practice if students do not engage in peer collaboration.  Another trend reported by Krause et al (2005) concerned us (Figure 2). 
Figure 2:  Online engagement scale (% of students) (1999: n. = 2609; 2004: n. = 2344). 

Source:  Krause et al 2005 p42.
[image: image2.png]Table 4.8 Online engagement scale (% of students)
(1999, N=2609; 2004, N=2344)

Daily/ Irregu- Never
‘Weekly larly
Use email to contact lecturers/tutors 2004 19 56 25
Use email to contact friends in the course 2004 22 39 39
Use online discussion groups 1999 9 91 N/A
2004 16 25 58
Use web-based resources and information 1999 52 48 N/A
designed specifically for the course 2004 73 20 7

N/A: not asked




While it was encouraging that 73% of respondents reported daily / weekly use of web based resources and course information, it was of great concern that 58% of respondents reported that they never use online discussion groups.  Our previous experience in other courses (at various levels of the program) confirmed that online discussion groups were critical to the development of a sense of belonging for flexible learners and essential to the development of online learning communities.  Development of a ‘community of practice’ would be near impossible without the engagement of students in discussion forums.
Design strategies for the new offering of the course

As stated previously the challenge was five fold in designing the new offering of the course.

1. Realign the course content, outcomes and delivery with the actual learning needs of the students.

The purpose of this activity was to filter the many articulated needs of students, for example, professional, CQU and Health & Human Performance (HHP) School requirements, and the expressed learning needs from the students themselves to uncover points of commonality in what learning needed to occur in the first term of the first year.

Table 1:  Comparison of articulated learning needs, Adapted from HHP 1st year review team (2006, pp 4-5) 
	School of HHP vision for 1st year & guiding principles to drive teaching & learning in the school and programs – what the staff of school and programs believe our students need in 1st year
(Reaburn 2000; Toft 2000)
	Student expectations / expressed needs / implied needs from where they say we have met or exceeded their needs / expectations

(Focus group responses)
	CQU graduate characteristics:

5.1 Generic skills 

5.2 Graduate attributes

(CQU Interim T&L Mgmt Plan 2006)

	HHP Vision / Goals 

· Inter-disciplinary learning environment that promotes optimal health and human performance.  

· Achieved through research, industry partnerships, community relevance, innovation and the development of critical thinking.

. . .
	What they thought would happen in 1st term – 1st year
· Highly structured courses in both lectures & assignments 

· Start at the beginning & go through to end (know what is coming next)

· Clear path between content & chosen field
. . .
	Generic skills 

1. Monitor the environment, develop strategies, and capitalize on change;

2. Acquire, evaluate and use information effectively;

3. Solve problems and apply scientific reasoning;                       

 . . .


Table 1 provides an abreviated example of the original table only to give the reader an idea of the process however each of these columns provided much more commentary then presented here and also included a comparison with multiple professional competencies, these have been left out of this example. The team acknowledged the familiarity and expertise of the HHP school staff in having intimate knowledge of their professional domains, student cohorts and curriculum structure of both programs.  Therefore this column was used as the baseline to compare other guidance, for example, CQU, professional and expressed needs from students themselves.  The table aided the process of identifying priority areas for learning in the first term of first year. In analysis of graduate characteristics to be developed there was a need to be mindful of developing those aspects that were also important to the retention of students (that is minimising attrition in the first year e.g. sense of community, belonging).  After analysis of all available data it was established that the learning needs for first year/term should include (in addition to understanding core knowledge) the development of enabling/process skills (including communication and teamwork skills, self confidence, critical thinking/problem solving/research skills, study skills eg. exposure to various strategies and genres, time management); and teaching and learning strategies that modelled these skills (including developing a sense of community, application of theory in authentic contexts and enquiry based learning).  This table was used as both a planning and evaluation tool.
2. Encourage the virtues required for a blended learning environment which would provide a rich learning experience regardless of whether students were enrolled by flexible or internal modes, experienced or inexperienced in the subject matter, recent school leavers or mature aged students, if they viewed the course core to their learning or not.

After additional analysis by the teaching team the ideas above were further defined for the course, “Introduction to Health & Safety Risk Management”.  In addition to the knowledge (cognitive) outcomes that the students will have acquired, upon successful completion of this course, other outcomes were explicitly planned (HHP 1st year review team 2006, p 12).
The attitude (affective) outcomes that the students will acquire upon successful completion of this course include the ability to:

· discuss their chosen disaster with others, both in class and online, in the spirit of cooperation 

· listen to other student’s comments with respect 

· participate as a productive member of a team in the development of a comprehensive response to a risk management case study 

· demonstrate a sensitivity to individuals and cultures 

· invite feedback from other students on materials submitted online 

· demonstrate self-reliance whilst working on their own 

· develop a questioning and inquiring attitude towards problems 

The skills (psychomotor) outcomes that the students will have acquired upon successful completion of this course include the ability to:

· relate to other students, both online and in person 

· recognise ones own abilities and limitations 

· motivate and be motivated about learning a new process 

· utilise different methods of communicating, e.g. Mind mapping 

· arrange their time to allow for appropriate communication as an effective team member
3. Develop assessment strategies congruent with steps 1 and 2.  
Introductory Health and Safety Risk Management outlines the risk management process, as described in AS/NZS 4360 Risk Management, and applies it to both historical and contemporary disasters. This is further elaborated upon in the course learning objectives, where it states that upon successful completion of this course the student will be able to understand and apply the principles of risk assessment in a health and safety framework, define the terms utilized in risk management in a health and safety context, identify and prioritize hazards and their identified risk in a variety of environments, identify human factors that contribute to a failure to effectively 'manage' hazards, and participate as a productive member of a team in the development of a comprehensive response to a risk management case study (Central Queensland University, 2006b).  Potentially a very dry topic!  A decision was made to use the assessment to drive a different kind of learning experience.
The first piece of assessment was a ‘meet and greet’ activity on Blackboard (Bb), students were given credit (10%) for venturing into Bb, visiting predetermined links and introducing themselves by creating a new discussion thread.  The second assignment was a formative piece where students were required to research a historical disaster and ‘investigate’ the failures in risk management being applied in that context.  It was a blatant attempt to engage students by building on the popularity of CSI (Crime Scene Investigation) type television shows.  The students joined teams or worked on their own to investigate a disaster then brought their findings back to the whole team (class) in Bb.  The class then had the brief to help them build on their findings (and grades) by constructively criticising their work. The original investigator/s then reflected on the feedback and refined their work and submitted it to the lecturers (10%).  The lecturers brief was the same as the students i.e. help the students improve their grades.  Assignment 3 was the same task and process again with a widened scope (30%). The process was modelled by the lecturers during class, i.e., unravelling the failures of risk management in high profile and diverse disasters with specific emphasis placed on one of the risk management steps each week. Students were able to submit their assignments using a genre of their choice eg. mind map, posters, reports or essays. These genres were also explained and modelled in class. The final assignment was to compare and contrast the learning from a thoroughly investigated disaster, Longford Plant, and apply that learning to the Moura disaster (40%).  There was further credit (10%) allocated to student engagement in Bb while assisting their fellow students with their investigations.  The assessment was based on an explicit expectation that the whole class could receive a ‘high distinction’ if the whole class met the assessment criteria at that level.  

4. Develop a learning environment that engendered a ‘feeling of belonging’ and that was inclusive enough for all students to feel engaged in the learning experience consistently across the whole term.

The students were left with little doubt that there was an expectation that this was a collaborative rather than a competitive classroom. However, a competition (for no credit) was provided for those that needed to ‘stretch’ themselves in that way. The students were provided with a picture that encapsulated the principles of risk management, a mouse wearing a helmet perched close to a loaded mouse trap. The students were asked to give the mouse a name whilst identifying the principles of risk management that best described this picture. The best name was decided by popular vote, the winner won a T-shirt with the picture on the front and the mouse with his new name became the class mascot and featured on the start up page of Bb. The input was inventive and thoughtful, and the students often referred to the mouse in their communications on Bb for the duration of the course.
The course was offered to both on-campus and flexible students.  Taught in a blended mode, teaching was by way of weekly on-campus lectures in Rockhampton interacting live via a video link (ISL) with Bundaberg students, and online in Bb.  Students in Bb were able to access video streamed lectures within 48 hours of the face-to-face presentation. All students were required to be part of the Bb community regardless of their mode of study.  The team work, as well as the communication online between students, had to be carefully managed. The students were recognized and encouraged to act as a community and to care and share with one another. This could only be done with enthusiasm, not only on the part of the students but also on the part of the lecturing team. Students were encouraged to provide feedback to one another.  The lecturing team recognized useful examples, thoughtful ideas, participation and collaboration. Early praise demonstrated the value of the students input into discussion and encouraged them to input even more, thus creating a cyclical effect. Some students were found to be such prolific and caring communicators that a special way of recognizing this ‘good citizenship’ had to be devised. This involved, with their permission, identifying them to the other students for their efforts in promoting communication amongst the students. It was only a short while before the other students started giving recognition to their peers independently of the lecturing staff.  The strategy employed in the design of the Bb environment was dual in nature (1) consistently being ‘present’ to the students at all times in the Bb environment, and (2) providing incentives for being part of the community, that is, Credit and an impossibility to complete assessment work without peer collaboration.  The Bb environment was dynamic and discussion boards changed position according to the priority of attention that students should give them.

5. Develop a ‘community of practice’ where that engagement translated to a community that encouraged mutual engagement, a shared repertoire and joint enterprise.

Wenger’s (1998) seminal work defines the essential characteristics of a ‘community of practice’ as mutual engagement, joint enterprise and a shared repertoire, and that each of these characteristics must present in order for practice to generate coherence within a community.   Rogers (2000) attempted to transfer Wenger’s work (primarily focused on commercial operations) to the tertiary educational environment (though in Roger’s case study this was a professional development course).  The team used some of Roger’s recommendations to inform the basic application of Wenger’s principles to this course. To encourage mutual engagement activities were structured so that each learner was given the possibility to assume an active and central role. Lecturing staff were mindful of those less comfortable in the Bb environment and actively sought to increase their comfort zone. An interesting artifact of that process was that students seemed to gravitate toward one or the other lecturer and ‘make them their own’.  Activities were structured so as to build on the learners’ own previous experience and prerequisite knowledge as well as emergent experience and knowledge.  To encourage joint enterprise students were given avenues for exploring individual trajectories while meeting a community goal.  The environment explicitly promoted peer collaboration and reflection.  Differing viewpoints were encouraged and respected.  To encourage shared repertoire the learning environment and assessment were explicitly designed so as to encourage exploration and evaluation of the artifacts within the community.  Knowledgeable members of the community were available to help the students understand “How one goes about 'doing things' in this community (the processes)”, this included lecturers, learning support unit staff and fellow students.  Efforts were made to develop a shared culture (values, identities, roles) and these were reinforced consistently throughout the term.
Did we develop a ‘Community of Practice’ or ‘e’ hot air?
The following charts (Figure 3 and 4) represent a comparison of the engagement within the Bb discussion forums in both of the years 2005 and 2006.  
Figure 3:  OCHS11025 2005 Blackboard course statistics - discussion forums (no hits x date)
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Figure 4: OCHS11025 2006 Blackboard course statistics - discussion forums (no hits x date)
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In 2005 there were 109 students in the Blackboard classroom and in 2006 there were 139 students in the Blackboard classroom (the discrepancy in previously quoted figure of 135 and this number were due to timing of  4 students who made a late withdrawal from the course).  The class took longer in 2005 to commence working together (23/03/05 compared with commencement at 27/02/06 in 2006) although both terms commenced in the first week of March. The spike of activity in 2006 on the 13/03/06 represents all students welcoming and meeting each other for the first time and the launch of the ‘Name that mouse!’ competition. In 2005 the pattern of engagement in the forums was scattered and inconsistent this was less so in 2006.  The total number of hits in the forums in 2005 was 418 (103 or 25% of these were the lecturer).  The total number of hits in the forums in 2006 was 5357 (911 or 17% of these were the two lecturers).  This suggested less relative effort on behalf of the lecturers to generate the discussion. In 2005 this total represented an average 3 hits/student; in 2006 this represented an average 31 hits/student.  
When the term started the team had not planned on researching this experimental experience so formal data collection strategies with appropriate approvals were not put in place. However, the term proved to be very successful in developing peer collaboration and engagement as evidenced by the anecdotal feedback provided in informal evaluations completed by the students and these were confirmed in the formal teaching evaluations where the students rated (likert scale 1-5) opportunities to interact and share ideas with other students highly (Rockhampton, 4.5; Bundaberg, 5; Flexible, 4.8). The flexible students rated all facets of their learning experience between 4.3 and 4.9.  The results of the teaching evaluation for on-campus students were variable (from 3.3 to 5.0).  The students were scattered in their responses to curriculum related questions as there was limited congruency between the questions asked and the problem-based approach taken in this course. The anonymous open ended informal teaching evaluation conducted online yielded many more insights as to how the design of the program promoted (or inhibited) their learning.  We will share the learning from these open ended questions in a general way in the final ‘lessons learnt’ section of this paper.
We believe that we did successfully develop a COP and, with further cycles of evaluation and refinement, that this learning environment would provide a very useful model for developing a feeling of belonging, or inclusiveness, for first year students.  Table 2 provides Wenger’s propositions along side the expression of that characteristic in this course.
Table 2: Expression of COP characteristics in OCHS11025

	Characteristic
	Proposition (Wenger 1998)
	Expression of characteristic 

	Mutual Engagement
	The members of a COP are engaged in a common negotiated activity. Focus on activity allows the concept of practice not as an abstract entity but as the result of people being engaged in activities. Without mutual engagement, a community is more akin to a network of individuals or individual groups rather than a single COP. 
	The common activity in this COP was the assessment requirements for the course. The community, individually and collectively, were able to negotiate many elements of their assessment requirements. The COP members were able to practice their investigative skills in mutual engagement.

	Means for Meaningful Engagement
	There must be a means for community members to engage meaningfully in shared activities.
	The means for mutual engagement in this COP were the discussion boards.

	Maintain Identities
	The result of the negotiated mutual engagement is that members maintain their identity, providing both complimentary and overlapping competencies to the group.
	This was very evident in this COP as students recognized each others strengths or specifically sought an individual (by name) to assist them in their endeavor.

	Relationships form
	Finally relationships form amongst the members of a community. 
	There was little doubt that relationships formed socially and as collaborators.

	Joint Enterprise
	Joint enterprise allows a community to extend the boundaries and interpretation of practice beyond those that were created. Sharing a common goal, members negotiate their situations in their reactions to them. 
	The common goal in this community was complete their assessment requirements at HD standard. However, they extended the boundaries of practice through their sharing of ideas, experience and drafts of assignments.

	Enterprise is Substantially Different from the Original 
	An essential characteristic of joint enterprise is the product that results from negotiation is substantially different from the original.
	As students put their drafts in the pool they were built upon by other students so that the product was different from the original.

	Disagreement
	Disagreements can be part of the joint enterprise as individuals may not necessarily hold the same viewpoint. 
	There were differing points of view expressed and these were treated as being of value to the community and respected.

	Mutual Accountability
	Through the empowerment of negotiated enterprise, there also develops a sense of mutual accountability. This refers to not only being part of the group and being responsible for one’s own work but also being personable, treating information and resources as something to be shared, being responsible to others by not making life harder for others…  
	Mutual accountability is very important to the OHS professional community and vital to the development of these students.  This was concept was shared as an explicit expectation of this community and was consistently reinforced by the lecturing staff and others in the community.  This aspect was challenging for some members of the COP who found the transition from a competitive environment.

	Shared Repertoire
	Meaning is negotiated in a community through its shared repertoire. This repertoire refers to the fact that there is a pool of resources that members not only share but also contribute to and therefore renew. 
	The shared repertoire of this community was the online lectures and course resources in addition to the shared resources brought into the community by other community members eg. drafts, good web links, reports and tools.

	Shared Points of Reference
	These shared points of reference provide a common discourse upon which members can create their own responses and ideas within the community.
	As per above, these shared resources became the catalyst for discussion and creation of meaning, they were central to community growth.

	New Ideas Created from  the Shared Repertoire
	The shared repertoire common discourse is attained from a common history but should not impose a boundary. Members may renegotiate the common interpretations and ambiguities creating new ideas and trajectories.
	Many students felt empowered within the environment (helped by the high number of mature aged students) to question, seek clarification and negotiate new experiences, ideas and meaning with lecturing staff and with each other.


Take home lessons from this exercise

Our experience would suggest that our ‘e’ COP was not ‘e’ hot air!  Striving to develop a COP contributed significantly to a very positive student outcome.  However, there were some students who found the community overwhelming given the number of posts (3000+ over a twelve week period) and the time required to contribute to the community. Some on-campus students were clearly unhappy with being forced to work with the flexible students online.  It was difficult for some to judge what would contribute to their ‘must know’ outcomes and what was nice to be part of socially. On the other hand, it was this very aspect that led greatly toward a feeling of belonging in the course as evidenced by the informal teaching evaluations and represented anecdotally by the online interactions, friendships and comments.  Many students provided unsolicited feedback on the structure of the course on a regular basis within the discussion forums and indicated that they had never felt like they belonged to a university before but now felt like a student at university for the first time (some of the part time students were technically in their first year but not their first term).  Students commented that they laughed, cried, dutifully did all the learning activities that we asked of them and even shouted out the answers to questions in the online lectures. At one point there was a very active discussion in the forums started by a student expressing that he was tired of the ‘fan club’ mentality of the students in the course – that he didn’t like the course or the subject matter.  To us this was probably the finest expression of what we had achieved - a connected community where students felt strong ownership and were empowered to express their feelings, thoughts and alternative views.  
Take home lessons for our engineering colleagues wishing to develop a COP online:
1. Ensure that developing an empowering and ‘virtuous’ learning environment are key drivers in the design stage. Keep the experience holistic, fun and interesting – find a hook for their interest, eg. CSI.

2. Ensure the robustness of the technology employed eg. usability, reliability, stability and keep in mind that you are an expert user (by virtue of the design phase) and that your actual end users (the students) may perceive the learning environment differently to your expectation.
3. Employ formal cooperative learning strategies – ‘all for one and one for all’ and don’t compromise through competitive assessment practices.

4. Find ways to ensure that you are perceived as being ‘present’ to the students during the experience particularly in the initial few weeks.

5. Be mindful to clearly define which discussions are nice to engage in and which are ‘must engage’ activities.

6. If you are able to stream your lectures eg. video conferencing, audio, pod casts - Do it! – Your flexible students will very much appreciate the effort.

7. Wenger’s model of a ‘community of practice’ is very useful to educators.
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