Drawing on 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.

The term community of practice, as it is currently understood today was developed largely by the work of Lave and Wenger (1991), which defines a community of practice both in relation to its features and its process. Within a feature-based definition, a community of practice refers to a community that shares its practices. The process of knowledge transference does not result from one member passing knowledge to another, instead knowledge is constructed, negotiated and reflected upon as a result of one’s interactions with others. A powerful example of which was identified by Orr (1990) when researching how knowledge is shared and often used as a collective memory within the workplace. This research identified the importance of narrative within work talk. Identifying that the narration and re-narration of stories of past successes and failures, provided valuable learning opportunities. A process based definition provides a description of know this knowledge sharing occurs, through a constant process of learners gradually taking up the practices of the community, strengthening both their group membership and centrality to the group over time, a process known as legitimate peripheral participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 
There are three requirements that must be met in order for a community of practice to form which are; a group of members who hold a shared characteristic, a physical or virtual space must exist that allows direct member interaction, and a common domain or set of practices must be possessed by the group (Koliba & Gajda, 2009). The community of practice that I have chosen to reflect upon existed within the cinema at which I used to work. The cinema is situated in a town centre and contains an internal coffee shop that is owned and operated by the cinema. The cinema had a maximum capacity of around 700 people across five screens, with fluctuating business levels that were reflected in the number of staff in work at any given time. I was employed as a cinema experience manager on a part time basis, a job that I took to support my studies at university. Alongside being employed by the cinema, a shared love for film was a powerful characteristic within this community, situated mainly within the cinema premises, with a set of community specific practices. 
Reflecting on my experience of entering this community of practice, I recall being incredibly nervous about entering an industry that I had no experience of at a managerial level. I had management experience in other domains but was entering an unknown environment. At this stage, I entered the community as a novice, and became a legitimate peripheral participant. I recall being welcomed fondly, particularly by a fellow manager who took the time to show me how to operate the ice cream counter. We made a number of sundae’s and I was introduced to the community practice of ‘surprise and delight’, which involved gifting items to guests to improve their experience. I feel that this experience is a powerful example of ways in which learning through participation occurs within a community of practice. The process of making the ice creams consisted of directed learning through participation, whereas the knowledge of the community practice of surprise and delight was an incidental lesson, developed through my participation with a learning task. 

The majority of communication between the management team took place in the office, which included three computers and as a result of the wealth of administrative work within the cinema community this space was frequently occupied, serving as the heart of the community in many ways. I recall over the first few weeks, I sometimes struggled to follow work related conversations with other members of the management teams. They utilized language that I was unfamiliar with such as discussing the daily game plan, and frequently discussed work experiences, sharing stories of their positive and negative experiences, such as engaging with a difficult conversation with a team member. This experience demonstrates a boundary encounter. 
In his works Wenger (2010) highlights the importance, complexity and fluid nature of boundaries between those who have experience and history within the practice and those who do not. When discussing boundaries, Wenger (2010) identifies that the strength of a boundary is affected by one’s experience and competence within that community of practice. As I held previous managerial experience, I was competent at completing many of the required tasks objectively. However, I had no experience with completing tasks within the framework of the cinema community. For example, I am experienced at leading a team and setting goals, but when tasked to complete a monthly review with a member of staff, my lack of experience and competency within this community was evident. Despite a task being objectively similar, to set objectives and review performance, without a robust understanding and experience within this community, I was able to set only broad objectives and provide limited feedback. 
Originally, the framework of a community of practice developed by Lave and Wenger (1991) considered the experiences of apprentices developing within their role. This framework considers the process of an individual with little experience, entering a practice for the first time. As highlighted by Fuller, Hodkinson, Hodkinson and Unwin (2005), the framework of a community of practice does not consider the role of community members learning from an experienced newcomer. On several occasions, when faced with a problem I approached the issue from a different perspective to the existing members, and in a number of circumstances was able to provide valuable insights. I particularly recall discussing ways in which to ensure that all cleaning tasks are completed to standard as certain areas were often missed. Previously I had successfully overcome this issue through identification of the areas that are being neglected, and the development of a cleaning schedule that has been agreed upon by all members, as when such a list is imposed it is harder to achieve the desired outcome. This idea was not ignored by other members of the management team, however, there was no support in the implementation of such a process. I feel that it was difficult for the existing community members to engage with my ideas at this time point as a result of my standing within the community as a legitimate peripheral participant. I also feel that through discussing my experiences within alternative communities of practice, the differences in my experience and competence in relation to other community members highlighted my peripherality and status as a newcomer. 
The existence of boundaries within a community of practice that form as a result of shared practice and experience (Wenger, 2010) introduces the role of membership within the learning process. Social identity theory (Tajfel, 1969) stipulates that the groups with which one identifies form an important part of that person’s self-concept and identity. The process of categorising oneself as a member of a group involves consideration of the similarieis between oneself and other members of that group, alongside developing an understanding of what it means to be a member of that group in terms of both characteristics and behaviours (Hogg & White, 1995). The influence that a group membership has on one’s sense of identity derives from the value and emotional significance that is attached to that membership (Tajfel, 1978). During my first few months as a cinema manager, I felt that I did identify as a member of the cinema community, However, this group membership was relatively weak for a number of reasons, including my lack of experience, as well as the strength of my identification within other groups, primarily as a university student. My identity within the cinema community had limited value or emotional significance to me at this time, in comparison, my identity as a university student held greater significance. 
I would now like to move forward a few months and discuss my experience of achieving a management sign off within this community. The management sign off is a formal process implemented by the company, through which a training manager is required to answer a number of questions and complete demonstrations to demonstrate that they have developed the competencies required to run the building. I recall being nervous about completing the test, but not as nervous as I felt about completing my first solo shift after the sign off. Over the previous months I had been repeatedly told that it is not until you are left in charge of the building alone that your competence was truly tested. The sign off process itself took around three hours, through which I demonstrated both my procedural and theoretical knowledge within the community. I was congratulated by the manager who oversaw the test and information of my achievement was shared through the community’s online group chat where I was congratulated further and scheduled to work my first solo shift. This process served an important function. By completing a management sign of you had demonstrated that you possessed the competence and ability to run the building, with the process serving as formal recognition of this accomplishment. After completing the sign off process, I was surprised at the significance given to the task. I did not feel that I was any more part of the team, or experience a greater sense of belonging, simply that I had been able to answer questions regarding business operations and display competence. In my mind, and the minds of my fellow community members, the real challenge was yet to come, to work my first solo shift. 
The difference between the significance placed on the sigh off by the organization, and the significance of running your first solo shift in the minds of both myself and other community members demonstrates the importance of meaning within the learning process. Wenger (1998) highlights the importance and complexities of meaning within the process of learning, through identifying meaning as a process of negotiation. Meaning does not exist in the world alone, or in an individual alone, instead meaning exists within the dynamic relationship of an individual living in the world. Wenger (1998) further breaks down the process of negotiating meaning into two processes, participation and reification. The process of participation, as the name would suggest, involves taking part, encompassing the relations that develop with others during this process. On the other hand, reification refers to the process of giving a form to an experience by producing an object that allows the consolidation of experience into an object. For example, the government may reify their policies in the form of a short phrase that can be utilized to galvanise support, such as the powerful message from the British government amidst the current Covid-19 pandemic to ‘stay home, protect the HNS, save lives’ (Department of Health and Social Care, 2020). The process of reification is presented by Wenger (1998) as a double-edged sword. Reifying an object, in this instance the development of a formalised management sign off test, provides a powerful function as an evocative shortcut. In this instance the development of a succinct test that is able to confirm that an individual holds the competencies and experience required to oversee the building is a powerful tool at the company’s disposal. However, a reified object represents only the tip of the iceberg.
The dual process of meaning presented by Wenger (1988) aligns with my experience of feeling that the completion of my first solo shift was of greater significance than a completion of a sign off test. Further, I held this view in line with other community members, and I was beginning to develop shared experiences alongside developing my competence. Interestingly, Lave and Wenger (1991) identify that the effectiveness of a community of a practice can be evaluated through consideration of the application of knowledge, not the retention of it. In this instance the reified process of completing a management sign off test was not as significant to myself, or other community members as the practice of applying this knowledge through a new manager completing their first solo shift. 
After being left with the keys to the building and completing my first solo shift, in line with Wenger’s (1998) framework of meaning, the alignment of participation and engagement with the reified process of completing a management sign off provided meaning to my experience. Over the following few weeks and months, my position within the community of practice began to evolve. Through my developed experience and competency, the boundaries of the community were less evident, a shared history was developing. I was able not only to engage with conversations but ass to them, sharing stories of my own experiences. After successfully running my first opening night, I was able to reflect with the other community members ways to improve this experience in the future. I particularly recall the exceptionally busy opening night of the Joker, and reflecting on the difficulties we faced operating with such low staffing levels when a film has an age rating, as a considerable amount of my time was spent dealing with unhappy guests who did not have identification. When I had entered this community of practice, I would not have understood the relevance or significance of this discussion, which demonstrated the ability of experience and competence in reducing barriers to participation (Wenger, 2010). 
It was at this point that my sense of belonging to the organization, and significance of this membership began to strengthen. In line with social identity theory (Tajfel, 1978) the value that I placed on my membership within this group strengthened, along with the emotional significance of my membership. As the community of practice was situated within a workplace structure, a strengthening of identification within the practice, through experience and competence also increased my organizational identification (Jones & Vople, 2011), strengthening my categorisation as a member of the cinema organisation as well. 
I feel that it is important to discuss that as a result of my part time contract and study obligations, I remained a legitimate peripheral participant throughout my time engaging within this community. Although I developed to become a more experienced community member, there was a degree of tension with other community members. As a result of my student identity, and engagement with the community on a part time basis, my identity was not strongly connected to my position within this community. For other members, their participation within this community was highly valued, and they identified strongly with their group membership (Tajfel, 1969). It is perhaps reasonable to conclude, that in line with Wenger’s (1998) identification of marginality as a form of non-participation, that I was unable to participate fully within the community of practice as a result of my obligations as a student restricting my participation. This was evident through my absence in many unstructured activities within the community, such as engagement with team showings that were designed to aid in team bonding and knowledge of future releases. As this practice often took place on weekdays, with films running until the early hours of the morning and my university obligations often colliding with these showings I rarely engaged with this practice. 
On reflection of my experience of entering and developing within this community of practice, I feel that the majority of meaningful learning occurred through the process of participating, engaging and the telling of stories with other community members. In line with the suggestions of Lave and Wenger (1991) I feel that I developed professionally through my engagement and understanding in cinema operations alongside my proven ability to oversee challenging shifts and engage within difficult conversations. On a personal level, I feel that my experiences within this community helped me to develop a deeper knowledge of the importance of working practices within the learning process. The importance of congruence between the messages endorsed with a reified meaning and the practices that are in place. 
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