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[bookmark: _Hlk38993229]      Communities are regarded as collectives of individuals, who through shared belief systems, interests and values, enable social cohesion, structure and stability. The existence of various forms of communities can permit common goals to be achieved, and a sense of shared culture to be established (Bruce & Yearly, 2006). Expanding upon this, situated within a number of different social contexts, are communities of practice, which are communities in which members are able to share various forms of common practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 
[bookmark: _Hlk38981745][bookmark: _Hlk38954667]      Through membership of a community of practice, an individual is able to gain knowledge. In addition, they can assist the formation and negotiation of what information is needed, in order to be an informed and productive member of that community. In essence, communities of practice facilitate the creation, utilisation and reproduction of key information and knowledge (Hoadley, 2012).
[bookmark: _Hlk38955199]      The knowledge, it’s acquisition and how it then passed on to others, are important parts of membership of that community and its culture (Orr, 1990). As a result, individuals are able to feel comfortable and equipped, to best reflect what is needed of them, depending on the identity they are assuming. For example, a professional work identity (Panza and Potthast, 2010).
      As individuals, it is likely we will find ourselves in a number of communities of practice at various stages of our lives. I myself during the third and final year of my undergraduate university course, became a general volunteer with Mind, a mental health charity. This essay will critically reflect upon my role as a volunteer with Mind, my place within a community of practice, and how it has supported my personal and professional development.    
[bookmark: _Hlk38982356]      The theory of communities of practice, is one of the most significant ideas in the field of social learning (Smith, Hayes & Shea, 2017). It differs from what are often seen as customary methods of learning and development, those that are commonly viewed as individually based, and is instead, a move towards a more community and group-based approach (Hoadley, 2012). It can also be linked to the idea of communitarianism (Dean, 2010). 
[bookmark: _Hlk38982771]      The primary objective of a community of practice, is to ensure that jobs that need completing are done so in an effective manner, and that those undertaking them are best placed to do so. The specific aims of a community of practice will be dependent on the community’s purpose and responsibility, within the society it functions. Interestingly, this means that as a result, learning may be a secondary function. This is because knowledge is not purposefully taught, it is developed and reproduced through endeavoring to complete tasks and solving problems (Orr, 1990). 
      As previously mentioned, I am a general volunteer with the charity Mind. It is a mental health charity with approximately one hundred and twenty-five resource centers across England and Wales. It offers services such as counselling and support groups, in addition to general well-being advice and information (Mind, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Hlk38982952][bookmark: _Hlk38884582]      The branch of the charity that I volunteer with, has three full time members of staff and several volunteers, as well as a chief executive officer who oversees this and one other branch of the charity. It can be categorised as a community of practice due to the presence of number of features (Koliba & Gajda, 2009).
      Firstly, the members of this community have a number of shared attributes. The staff and volunteers are motivated by the same aims, experiences and interests, in order to empower people to achieve positive change in regard to their mental health. This is achieved through providing information and support, helping them to understand the problems they may be facing, and encouraging them to make the best choices available (Mind, 2020). 
      Secondly, the resource centre in which the charity operates, as well as the online support groups that it facilities on social media platforms such as Facebook, facilitate places, both real and simulated, in which members of that community can communicate with one another. (Mind Cymru, 2020). This enables a setting in which knowledge can be shared and reproduced, allowing for a shared skillset to be developed.
[bookmark: _Hlk38911573]      Finally, the community has a set of practices, techniques and codes that are shared by all of its members. In this example, it is how those who are experiencing mental ill-health are treated, how and where these interactions take place and what advice, information and support should be offered to them going forward. Through the presence of such common practices, the community has a shared set of expertise (Koliba & Gajda, 2009).      
[bookmark: _Hlk38954796]      I began my experience as a general volunteer with Mind, by undertaking basic duties in the resource centre. This included tasks such as welcoming service users, and making cups of tea and coffee. Spending time in the resource centre, allowed me to see how the service functioned, and in addition, to observe the structure that was in place. It also enabled me to begin to build and immerse myself within a variety of different relationships with other members of the community, as well as the people who use the charity’s services. This happened through a variety of different social interactions such as spoken conversations, observing and listening to the personal accounts of other people. This experience has aided me in my professional development (Wenger & Wenger, 2004). 
      From this, I was gradually able to progress to assisting and helping to facilitate activities such as Arts and Crafts and relaxation. However, before doing so, I had taken part in these sessions as a participant. This enabled me to see for myself how they were undertaken, and establish myself as a member of the group, if only, at first, a peripheral one. 
      I had entered this community of practice as a relatively inexperienced beginner, nevertheless, as I had participated in these sessions before, I was able to pick up on the various practices. Gradually, spending time within this community, allowed me to adopt more of the group’s identity and forms of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991).
[bookmark: _Hlk38985831][bookmark: _Hlk38911359][bookmark: _Hlk38955263]      At a later point, I was entrusted to lead these activities, thus becoming an important member of the community. In doing so, I had moved from the fringe of the community to become a central and significant member. So much so, I was then involved in the reproduction of knowledge, through passing on information to newer members of the community than myself. The moving of position within a community can be seen as Legitimate Peripheral Participation (Fuller, Hodkinson, Hodkinson & Unwin, 2013).
[bookmark: _Hlk38954637]      Although at first apprehensive at the lack of training I had received, I was reassured by the culture of the community, that information did not need to be formally taught. Alternately, it became evident to me that instead, knowledge could be picked up through participating in tasks, thus not relying on a specific form of communication. This can be seen as a social learning system, which has allowed me to develop my identity within the community, and is in keeping with the theory behind communities of practice (Wenger & Snyder, 2000). 
      Interestingly, the boundaries of this community of practice were fluid, as a lot of the common practices that took place were not always constructed by the charity itself. At times, they were created by the subgroups or services, and the people within them. The nature of this particular social learning system was negotiable, which allowed for the practices in question to be constructed in a way that was both coordinated, open and understandable (Lave & Wenger, 1991).
     The idea of a community of practice, is one that has altered and broadened over time (Wenger & Snyder, 2000). Where it was originally viewed as an innate way to learn and acquire knowledge, it is now seen as a method of learning that can be constructed and developed within a specific community (Jawitz, 2008).  
      In addition to this, the theory supporting it has moved away from what could be seen as an anthropological learning procedure, to become more of an established one (Hoadley & Kilner, 2005) and (Hoadley, 2012). I myself witnessed evidence whilst volunteering with Mind. There were certain ways and means in which new members of the community of practice could acquire knowledge, such as the publication of first person written accounts regarding experiences of those who had previous undertaken related activities, in both paper and online formats (Mind, 2020).  
      Developments within the theory of communities of practice, now mean relationships between groups are able to be analysed further, in order to examine the behaviours of a community of practice, and those present within them. Furthermore, researchers are now able to study further change and development within a particular community (Wenger & Snyder, 2000).
      Through spending time volunteering with Mind, I was also able to establish a sense of  belonging within the community of practice in a number of different ways. Firstly, through engaging with other members of the community and the charity’s service users, I was able to learn the appropriate and correct responses to certain situations that arose, for example if someone should become extremely upset. Secondly, through visualising myself within the community, and from this, visualising the best possible way that the community, and I within it, could operate. Finally, by aligning myself to others in the community through experiences such as shared professional working practices, working towards common goals and attending social events outside of my volunteering capacity. These factors enabled me to construct a sense of community membership, as well an identity, and supported both my professional and personal development (Hoadley, 2012).  
      Furthermore, in terms of forming an identity, this can also be seen as something that is able to be learned, in terms of learning to become something. I experienced this myself with Mind, as through observing the working practices from the periphery and then doing things myself, I was able to learn how to be an informed and productive volunteer within the charity (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 
      In my own experience, I was able to identify as part of this particular community of practice through a sense of familiarity (Wenger & Snyder, 2000). This was evident in a number ways. I undertook the same tasks on a regular basis, which ensured that I soon became well acquainted and competent with them. Also, I undertook my voluntary duties on the same days each week and in the same location. 
[bookmark: _Hlk38985904]      Interestingly, in addition to this, the discourse that was used by the senior members of the community of practice, both directly and indirectly to myself, helped to facilitate my identity within, and as a member of the community. It did this by placing me in a position of trust, as well as ensuring that there were other members of the community supporting me, and that I was able to place my trust in. This idea of cooperation can be linked to Social Interdependence Theory (Johnson & Johnson, 2008).
      When assessing and critiquing the theory of communities of practice, there are a number of both positive and negatives elements which I experienced myself. Through previous research, it can be seen that it has often sought to expand upon social constructivist learning theories (Vygotsky, 1978).
      One positive aspect is that the idea, in theory, has the potential to easily link people with the communities they find themselves in, as well as other people within those communities. This occurs through the reproduction and transferring of information and knowledge, as a shared common practice (Koliba & Gajda, 2009).
      Communities of practice have also helped to establish the concept of career trajectories, which is the idea that an identity that we have, for example a professional work identity, can be expanded over time in order to reach future goals. This is done by building upon our past experiences, and what we have previously learned. An example of this was highlighted in work by Jawitz (2008), who found that staff at a university were able to progress their careers by moving from one community of practice to another, in an environment, where progression would otherwise have been very difficult.
[bookmark: _Hlk38984872]      Finally, as well as the idea of a community of practice being of significant theoretical benefit (Fuller, Hodkinson, Hodkinson & Unwin, 2013), it also enables people to gain knowledge in a practical, hands-on environment. This can be critiqued positively, as in my personal experience with Mind. I found this to be extremely beneficial, as I was able to gain practical knowledge regarding my identity, group membership and social interactions, that could not necessarily have been learned in a university classroom or from a textbook (Orr, 1990). 
      However, there are a number of limitations. Firstly, putting this theory into practice can prove difficult in certain settings such as advanced industrial environments. This is because the work involved may be so complex that any potential members of that community need formal education, in order to learn the information needed in order to progress (Fuller, Hodkinson, Hodkinson & Unwin, 2013). 
      In my experience, I found this to be partially true. Certain situations did prove to be difficult, for example, dealing with people who were under the influence of drugs or high strength medication. However, where this proved to be the case, additional learning resources were made available and specific training courses were held, in addition to the community of practice-based learning (Mind, 2020). 
      In some cases, legitimate peripheral participation may prove extremely difficult, or simply unfeasible, due to the importance of the social context that a particular community may find itself in, within a society (Jawitz, 2008). Additionally, it has been found that communities of practice often rely and depend on a number of standard, yet acutely defined set of behaviours (Koliba & Gajda, 2009).
      In conclusion, the idea of a community of practice, is one that reproduces and transfers knowledge to it members. When individuals identify with, and join one, they are able to acquire information, which is a critical feature of a community of practice and sets it apart from knowledge building communities (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 
      The presence of features such as members who share the same common interests and objectives, a shared space in which to operate in and a collective set of practices, enables an environment to be defined as a community of practice (Koliba & Gajda, 2009). When put into practice, it enables people to  immerse themselves in the culture of their particular community, empowering them to become an informed and productive member (Hoadley, 2012).
      Developments within the theory of communities of practice, have seen the concept move away from what was previously seen as an anthropological method of learning, to a learning procedure in its own right (Hoadley & Kilner, 2005 and Hoadley, 2012). This in turn, has enabled further research to be undertaken (Wenger & Snyder, 2000).
      A number of positive critiques have been established through previous research. These include the way it enables individuals to easily link with their wider community (Koliba & Gajda, 2009), and its practicality, in enabling people to gain knowledge that they cannot be taught in a formal learning environment (Orr, 1990). 
      Drawing upon my own experiences, through membership of a community of practice, as a general volunteer with Mind. I was able to gain knowledge in terms of social interactions, group memberships and my own identity. This enabled me to develop both personally and professionally. This was guided and supported by theories such as Legitimate Peripheral Participation (Fuller, Hodkinson, Hodkinson & Unwin, 2013) and Social Interdependence Theory (Johnson & Johnson, 2008).
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