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. 



        Hindsight is an amazing thing. As I look back at the things that have changed and shaped me there are several phases and seasons in my life than have promoted and contributed to my personal and professional development. There are others that at the time appeared to stymie and cripple me as a person and not only stop growth but even deconstruct the person I thought I was. 
        I had always considered myself to be of average capability in academic terms, I went to a particularly good grammar school and although not a top student in my class was nevertheless in the top stream. As I recall my years as a young adult l occasionally considered other choices I might have made and suspected I could have achieved more. Some years ago, to compensate for what I saw as a lack of any higher-level education and achieve some form of personal development I enrolled and completed an introductory course with the Open University, and they subsequently offered a place on to a degree course. However, I had not enjoyed the experience, yes, I had completed the course to a satisfactory level and had gained a basic knowledge in management consultancy but the process had not generated any feeling development nor sense of achievement in me. On reflection this may have been the wrong style of learning for my needs at that time, I knew I did not want to continue to study through that system and as there was no other option obvious at that time just shelved whole idea .
        Lave (1996) however suggests an alternative framework for learning quite different to the traditional cognitive theories I had experienced. Whereas my previous attempt at entering higher education had merely been the dissemination of knowledge from the teacher to the pupil myself.  Jean Lave (1996) presents instead the situated cognition theory. This suggests teaching is learning in practice and occurs through the process of discerning concepts through interaction and activity with others, as knowledge is shared between all participants. C Hoadley (2012) explains this further by suggesting rather than merely learning about a subject we become practitioners of the subject. 
        It is suggested that central to Lave’s (1996) suggestion of situational learning is the concept of a ‘community of practice’ (CoP) (Jawitz 2007). Within the CoP learning can develop as a shared experience, and participants collaborate in the learning process together (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Establishing of a CoP is particularly relevant and sits well among the academic community of learning becoming a teaching communities of practice (T-CoP) and based within the context of faculties and institutions  they are designed to promote inclusion of all members and instil shared ownership (Green, Ruutz, Hoghton, & Hibbins, 2017).
        This occurrence was more evident to me in a seminar situation, where a good learning outcome relies on the collaboration and participation of the class members. Although the term ‘community of practice’ was introduced by Lave and Wenger (1991) to explain the environment in which situational development and learning best occurs, it is acknowledged that this phenomenon has been occurring naturally through many ages. Lave and Wenger (1991) present a learning theory which has a strong relationship element in how we socially construct knowledge. Consequently, there is an informal binding of the group in the pursuit of the learning and a source of knowledge is created within and through the group (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner 2015). It is suggested the importance and suitability of a CoPs are increasingly being acknowledged as a good strategy for the introduction of change and professional development, however to be  effective three criteria must be met, These are that members share a common goal, that a designated space is identified  in which to interact and a common set of practices is established (Koliba & Gadja, 2009).
        Not knowing how to move forward my life carried on, I grew older and my own daughters grew, studied, achieved amazing things and married educated men themselves. Then a suggestion by one of them, casually thrown at first to my husband and then myself, led me to the edge of full-time degree level education. I say edge because that was exactly how it felt. Having worked in the civil service for many years amongst peers mostly equal to myself in age, intelligence, and social standing I had achieved a level of  comfort and confidence in myself over the years and took pride in my work and professional standards. Although unaware at the time I know recognise that I was already a fully integrated member in a CoP that had occurred naturally with my friends at work (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Several colleagues were anticipating retirement but though my age made me eligible I knew I was not ready to join them. On reflection I believe that I was still not satisfied that I had pushed to achieve all I could, maybe even felt this was my last chance. I did however find it hard to express fully the reasons for my decision and in honesty they were not completely clear to myself until much later.  
        The reality of arriving at my first class was quite different. We have all felt the trepidation of doing something new, in a new place, with new people. Starting my course brought a whole array of emotional experiences. I reassured myself everyone was feeling the same, we were new members privileged to be allowed to join the prestigious community of Psychology and Counselling. It is accurate to say I felt peripheral to all that was going on, did not understand much of it, felt totally inadequate and assumed probably wrongly that I was the only one feeling this. Nevertheless, I had made a commitment, enrolled and determined to become a full member of this department within University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD). Wenger (2004) explains how the collective membership of the School of psychology with its united purpose of sharing knowledge and competencies in the field of psychology is seen as a Domain found within this CoP or (T-Cop).  Koliba and Gadja (2009) explain how the domain of any CoP is a fundamental characteristic and is more than a friendly association or network and rather a sphere of excellence and knowledge in the shared activity, which in this case was the study of psychology and counselling
        It was evident from the very beginning, that as expected I was by far the oldest student, or perhaps some thought the oddest, enrolled that year. Being somewhat shy and not too confident when out of my normal world I resolved to sit quietly and just watch. As I did so it was evident that many other students were experiencing similar feelings to me. However, I had determined not to be a typical older person who has an opinion, or anecdote to contribute on most topics. Having brought up three daughters I suspect I have learned when and when not to speak and offer an opinion. As our cohort bedded in relationship grew through the social interaction of learning (Wenger 2004). We became established a new CoP in our own right within the umbrella of the T-CoP that is the School of Psychology with our focus on learning being social             participation and establishing a relational identity It was evident that I needed to be fully engaged to take my place as a member, it was important to contribute, that we all did as our community grew. In doing so we learned not only from our tutor but also from each other, and even that our tutor also can take something from the class as our competence grew Wenger (1999) expresses the important community aspect of this shared practise of knowledge and joint social activity, of interacting and learning together are another vital aspect of a Cop.    
        As the first semester progressed the cohort although united in principle did naturally segregate itself into groups.  Assignments were hard and I struggled, but they also brought a sense of achievement, but I began to realise for me it was important to not concentrate solely on results and marks but to enjoy and absorb the new environment.  Being surrounded with so much new information and ideas I gradually realised there was a place for me in the class even at 60 years old. A tutor remarked one day that our degree would change us, I determined to persevere and take the opportunity to grow and develop as a person. There were frustrations though, to be able financially to complete the three-year course it was necessary to continue working three days a week for the civil service. Inevitably this did place constraints on my available time to attend lectures, study and interact socially with other students. There were opportunities to participate within the larger CoP of the School of Psychology, such as attending open lectures, working as a student representative, or even using study skills classes, but it was not possible to take part in these. Consequently, my participation in this more firmly established and long-standing CoP had to remain at a peripheral level (Lave &Wenger 1991). 
        On reflection I can see how my early days in university life illustrates Lave & Wenger’s (1991) theory of legitimate peripheral participation. Entering with no knowledge of psychology or university procedures and practices I had to gradually adopt correct practices. Almost unconsciously over the first year I began participating within the newly established CoP that was my cohort studying psychology and counselling skills. Gradually growing and developing my participation level and enabling myself to assimilate new information, theories and knowledge of accepted practices. A distinguishing feature of my study at UWTSD has been the social participation I experienced through the learning experience. Although not aware, I was directly engaging in the situational and social theory of learning (Wenger, 1998). Its principles illustrate the difference between my earlier experience of learning with the open university and my current course. In the former traditional cognitive learning methods teaching were isolated as an individual process which can be assessed through a series of tests to measure the acquisition of knowledge. Whilst in the latter my course at UWTSD, the whole experience became an exercise to enable transformational learning as opposed to the original aim of obtaining a degree (Wenger 1998).This learning perspective of Wenger (1998) when adopted places learning in the context of life experience and participation in the world. Suggesting if learning is considered as being integral to human nature it becomes not only an inevitable process but is also life-sustaining and occurring naturally and successfully. On reflection it is apparent that my experience of learning within my cohort has been quintessentially a social interaction and a process occurring through participation within our CoP, initially as a newcomer on the periphery and over time increasing in its level of engagement and competence,  
        Our cohort was quite stable over the three year period with only a small fluctuation in numbers, however even in the larger CoP of the Psychology department where numbers and members changed on an annual basis, there remained a constant  sense and feeling of the CoP being upheld and maintained (Lave & Wenger 1991). There is a passion in its leaders and members to instil enthusiasm and encouragement, and collective learning of their given subject of Psychology. Within both communities I discerned a common concern and passion, an intention to share knowledge and experience through interacting with each other. What also became evident was that numbers mattered (Lave & Wenger 1991). Attending is a crucial part of the whole experience if you are not there you do not contribute or receive from the shared experience of learning and growth. For myself being at lectures on every possible occasion became vital to my development. I needed to remain connected as it became evident that for myself the journey itself was to be transformational. 
        I recall a distinct difference in my approach at the start of our second year, interestingly my fellow students noticed and remarked on it. They had seemingly found me very reserved throughout our first year and laughed as to whether I was the same person, perhaps they were only meeting the real me for the first time. A whole year into the course and still not totally able to explain why  I was there I experienced a moment of clarity in a counselling  class on  Human flourishing , It summed up all I felt  at reaching 60 years in age, I did not want to simply retire and  take it easy, at least not yet, I wanted to continue to grow and ‘Flourish’. It was a relief to know that I no longer had to try to justify my what I had set out to do, if others did not understand or agree it no longer mattered, and I loved the constant new challenges and the new knowledge I was acquiring. 
        As time progressed members of the CoP began to move slowly and with more confidence from the periphery of the CoP to fuller engagement and participation. (Lave & Wenger 1991). Lave and Wenger (1991) also explain that a successful CoP achieves a sense of balance and creates its own identity whilst still not being a closed community. It maintains a culture of being open and accessible to new members or in this case students. There was limited movement in the number of members in our cohort but at the start of the second year a student transferred to our course from another campus. The principles of a CoP suggest this is to be welcomed and encouraged, however our new student was vocal and opinionated, and had no intention of sitting on the periphery of the group for a few months. I laugh now at his lack of adhering to any such protocol (Jawitz,  2007) but at the time was taken aback and regret that I judged him so quickly even if some of his comments were inappropriate. Happily, when we get to know people better, we understand their behaviour and many of the reasons driving it and our new classmate added much to the overall dynamics of our class. 
        As we all neared the last few months of level six the stress and tension amongst us all was palpable. We were all working hard when Covid 19 overtook everyone’s life. The cohort had constructed and subscribed to a community of practice and a framework to enable and empower its individual members in learning. We had been informally bound together but bound together, nevertheless, in the joint pursuit of completing our course and graduating.  Much of this became lost as the global Coronavirus pandemic caused a sudden cessation of lectures and normal university life, and it feels as if our CoP has been fractured. Circumstances have undoubtedly been unprecedented and although remote learning and meetings have been provided for the cohort re connecting has been difficult and limited. 
        Maybe I find it particularly so as my reasons for undertaking a degree were somewhat different to other students in the cohort. I find study and self-discipline difficult away from other students and lecturers and lectures. Nevertheless, having come so far, I am determined to finish my course. I already acknowledge that the whole process although costly at so many levels has been transformational. Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner (2015) explain how social learning does not happen in isolation and that the transformational value of learning is not only to improve performance but also introduce new perspectives and a new definition of success. I am confident that the new skills and knowledge I have acquired within all the communities of practice in which I have invested at University of Wales Trinity St David will equip me to make good choices and decisions for a productive and rewarding future beyond retirement from the civil service.
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