Drawing upon appropriate psychological theories covered in this module, critically reflect upon the role of a chosen Community of Practice in supporting your personal and professional development

[bookmark: _GoBack]A community of practice can be described by Lave and Wenger as a group of individuals who share the same passion or interest in an idea or subject, (Wenger, 2011) with which they may then choose to expand their knowledge and develop a better understanding of it by interacting regularly as a group. The term ‘communities of practice’ are often used by education sectors, (Lawthom, 2011) researchers and practitioners in order to understand improvements in performance and professional development (Wenger, 2011; & Farnsworth et al., 2016). However, not all communities can be referred to as a community of practice, but the group must identify a shared domain of interest (Wenger, 2011). Although this is not limited to ‘experts’, as Wenger (2011) explains that a ‘gang’ of individuals could create their own ways of dealing with their chosen domain such as survival on the streets. These communities of practice may then use their collective competency to expand and develop their understanding, by learning from each other through language and communication (Lawthom, 2011). The key to a community of practice is that the members learn by interacting together in a social process (Farnsworth et al., 2016), this could be by using a repertoire of experiences and stories from their own practice. This essay will critically reflect my chosen community of practice in supporting my personal and professional development. 
The chosen community of practice which shall be discussed throughout this essay is being part of a community of psychology students. Farnsworth et al. (2016) explains that the key basis for creating a community of practice is by originating any domain of interest, such as ‘school’ friends sharing the same identity within their interest. Mine being psychology. Students can then develop relationships with different social communities such as acquaintances, friends and study groups where they as members can engage in mentally stimulating learning and discussions (Zwettler et al., 2018). Individuals may decide to become part of a community if they perceive themselves to identify with that social group. Being a student has added a sense of value to my life as I have not felt part of a community during other previous ventures from my life such as occupations or outside-of-work groups. I decided to join the student community due to my ever-increasing interest in the human mind and behaviour. Therefore, it was not specifically to be part of a student community but rather to expand my knowledge on an interest area. Joining a community of psychology students who all share the same passion as myself has enabled me to expand my learning, by receiving regular interactions with others who may acquire knowledge which differs to my own (Wenger, 2011). This is achieved by members of the class providing a variety of their own experiences and stories which can help others better understand and possibly relate to certain topics, as learning is believed to occur from participating in various social practices (Farnsworth et al., 2016).
For me, undergoing a degree has been the most important and meaningful experience for my own personal and professional development. This is due to other aspects of my life so far being not as significant to myself. One of the most useful elements of undergoing a psychology degree and learning how to be a student has been having guidance from peers who are experiencing the same anxieties as myself. Prior to beginning my psychology degree, I did not think that I would excel academically. This was due to not enjoying school and education during that period of my life, so this retracted from my efforts and ability. Subsequently, I questioned whether becoming a student would be right for me as I was unsure of how I would cope with the intensity of the courses’ content and being back in the educational environment. Alternatively, this is perhaps related to anxieties of the unknown and not knowing whether I would be excepted as a member of the student community. This is because of my previous unfamiliarity of the student lifestyle and the level of independent learning. Initially, when becoming a student, I felt as though I was out of my depth, as I could see that other students were excelling and understanding how to write coherent and academic literature with ease from the offset. This did not come naturally to myself as previously explained, I did not consider myself an academic. I had a considerable amount of work to put in to catch up, but I felt behind and was not sure whether it would be possible to improve.
At first, engaging in group discussions during or outside of class was not something I would even consider, especially whilst struggling with the challenges of assignment deadlines, academic writing and the confidence to enjoy the course with other members (Green et al., 2017). I generally kept to myself. This was in fear of embarrassing myself in front of members of this community. Hall (2015) explains that for some students, they may align their point of view with that of their tutor, as they may struggle to find the appropriate language to structure their thoughts and opinions. This could cause them anxiety regarding how the tutor may potentially perceive their ‘contributions’ in the classroom. So, for the first few weeks I did not engage in conversation with any of my peers. Although, that was until my peers created an online group chat on social media with which we could engage with and ask questions regarding coursework, exams and general chat to get to know each other. This has been a way of doing things together and knowing how others adapt and overcome certain problems within the domain (Holmes & Meyerhoff, 1999). As time went on, listening to others engage within the course enabled me to feel confident enough to request help which began to expand my personal knowledge and actively engage within group discussion. Holmes and Meyerhoff (1999) explain that communities of practice typically involve regular interaction with one another whether that be passing in the corridor or discussing projects in small groups and pairs. 
Throughout the experiences of being a university student and experiencing feelings of anxiousness associated with the unknown environment, eventually being around other individuals like myself enabled me to learn how to learn. This was due to being able to actively follow what other students were doing and being able to query unknown information with the individuals after classes, who I perceived as more experienced (Hall, 2015). At first, I found it difficult to relate to people within this community of practice as everybody came from different backgrounds that were not in any way like my own. This is probably because most students around my age had undergone a different academic route to myself, as I had been out of education for a while and took an apprenticeship route to develop a trade. It would be easy to assume that within weeks I would have found my place within this community of practice, however it was not until I began achieving grades that I was proud of that I finally felt part of this community. Thus, strengthening the connection between myself and my peers which then enables a mutual respect and trust between us (Hall, 2015). Then, I no longer felt like a novice within the student community but rather believed that I was a true member of that community of practice as I felt more competent and confident in my ability to write academically to a good standard. Before that, I did not feel that I belonged to the group and that I was not intellectual enough to produce the high quality of work that was expected of me. My confidence grew as I began to observe other students struggling with different topics, which I then found comforting to remind me that I was not alone in feeling this way (Green et al., 2017).
Undergraduate psychology students in the UK who are working towards their accredited degree follow a curriculum which encourages them to learn through action as explained by Lamthom (2011). This is achieved by exchanging knowledge amongst the community, academics and other students as this enables the process of changing professional identity, belonging to the community of practice and belonging to practitioners (Lawthom, 2011). Most life experiences require transitioning life skills, such as the transition from school to college, college to university and university to workforce (Whitehall et al., 2018). This community of practice setting can range from both humans to social environments, buildings and relationships as they can be considered a meaningful practice. Students during teaching will then act as peripheral participants to the community which enables them to develop and grow personally and professionally.
A study conducted by Hörberg et al. (2018) researched the experiences of student nurses undergoing their first year within the emergency service using the social learning theory and communities of practice. The research used semi-structured interviews on thirty-two nurses via telephone. Hörberg et al. (2018) explains that nurses during their first year of professional practice experience a transition of identity in a set of three stages after registering from student status. This involves releasing their previous ‘professional’ identity, causing anxiousness and stress as that is what was expected of them during their training. The confusion between the previous identity and the new identity, which they will develop in action and then finally the stability within the new identity which develops with confidence and experience. This enables the nurses to feel excepted as a true valuable member of the community. The activity of practice within this environment is described by Lave and Wenger as constant interplay which continues to mould the individual to understand who they are and how they interpret the things they do (Hörberg et al., 2018). The results of the study suggest that the social learning theory of communities of practice may be useful when exploring which encounters faced by registered nurses’ experiences were found to be the most challenging throughout their first year. The study concluded that the challenges faced by nurses arise from mutual engagement and shared repertoire. The findings can help design future support models for newer professionals within the medical practice as they can ensure nurses feel trusted and respected within their new environment and community of practice.
Another study was conducted by Barczyk and Duncan (2013) to examine the use of Facebook on students attitudes, communities of practice and classroom community within higher education. Classroom communities are expected to have a sense of belonging, connectedness and acceptance to those in the group and that all members matter to each other as they withhold a shared learning goal (Barczyk & Duncan, 2013). This sense of belonging is believed to uphold a strong sense of community due to common interests and engagement in communications and trust (Barczyk & Duncan, 2013). Facebook is believed to act as a tool for active extra-curricular learning and information sharing as Barczyk and Duncan (2013) explain that social media such as Facebook focuses on peer interactions which can enhance the users learning experience within the informal environment. From a community of practice perspective, Facebook could be used to expand the classroom community outside of the learning environment by allowing students to get to know each other and share support online. The study involved 158 students answering an online questionnaire regarding their attitudes towards Facebook being incorporated into their course using a five-point Likert scale. Questions were included such as ‘Facebook for classroom discussions is very convenient’, ‘I felt more connected to fellow students using Facebook’ and ‘Facebook enhanced my experience of participation in this course’. The study found that students perceived Facebook to enhance their sense of community and connection to other students and their social learning (Barczyk & Duncan, 2013). I feel that I relate to this as I found it extremely difficult at first to engage with other students as I did not feel I had a place within the community, therefore engagement via social media online diminished my anxiety towards creating friendships
Throughout this time, as a student I then learnt how to manage time efficiently as I was able to understand and determine how long it would take me personally to write an essay to a high standard, but also self-studying. Whilst being a student I have also learnt how to introduce myself and engage in conversations with the number of strangers than ever before. Other skills that I developed overtime were feeling comfortable asking for help, as previously noticing other students not asking for help discouraged me to seek help myself. However, with time this ceased to be an issue as I was feeling more confident with other aspects of the course and no longer felt pressure to understand everything, as I did throughout the first year. Most importantly, as I began achieving higher grades, I recognised how important it is to switch off from work and find the time to relax and recharge. Learning these things came from an amalgamation of other peoples knowledge but also my own understanding of making sense of certain issues. Witnessing other students behaviours during the stressful periods allowed me to feel more at ease with my own anxieties knowing I was not facing those stressors alone. Discussing these issues with other members from my course enabled a sense of reassurance that I could face these challenges with their support. This had a positive effect on how I identified with the community as I now felt that these skills were pursuing my personal and professional development. Additionally, it has not only been assignment writing and conducting presentations in front of peers that has improved my skills but also learning how to critically evaluate other people’s work, when originally I did not feel that I was in any position to critique the work of others. For example, research articles and third year dissertation students’ studies. 
Having experienced participating in studies and reading numerous journal articles, I have learnt that whilst interacting with others within the community, finding issues to critique has become almost second nature and therefore I no longer feel like a novice who has no opinion. I have significantly developed and improved my skills throughout the last three years of my degree by expanding my knowledge on psychology, but also my ability to conduct myself in a professional way through face-to-face interactions with others within this community but also via technology. This makes me feel like a valid member of the community as I have had continuous contact with others who have helped encourage and guide my development, and I also feel as though I have respectfully earned my place within this community. This knowledge will be essential to me not only as a learner but as a future practitioner in order to maintain a professional manner throughout my future career. As I am not yet certain about what my future may hold, I must now prepare for furthering education in a new location and may therefore need to adjust to being part of a new community of practice in postgraduate study.
To conclude, there have been many aspects of completing my psychology degree that have been both positive and negative. However, each issue I faced has enabled me to grow and excel in my personal and professional development. As being quiet held me back in the beginning to making friends and trying to be accepted as part of the community, it enabled me to absorb the situation and truly understand how to conduct myself at various situations such as public speaking and putting myself ‘out there’. Repeatedly reminding myself that every other member of my class shared the same interest and passion as myself in this topic, if not others, allowed me to find comfort in my place at the university. Now, I can conduct myself in an appropriate and professional manner through various methods and feel confident in understanding what is expected of me and how to perform. All these qualities were learned through my social interaction with other students and academics who have subconsciously guided my journey within the student community. These various skills will not only benefit my successful performance academically in the classroom but also in the ‘real world’ such as adaptive coping to the unfamiliar environment, socially integrating with new people, understanding emotional intelligence and being able to acknowledge my personal wellbeing (Whitehall et al., 2018).
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