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Abstract: This paper is a report of the findings of a study conducted on IT coordinator teachers 
(ITCs) from four Smart Schools in Malaysia. This study aimed at understanding the nature of 
their sharing, the purposes of their discussions, and the contributing factors to the success of 
the group as well as the benefits they enjoyed from being part of the group members. The data 
was collected through one-to-one interview and their discussions which were derived from 
their online discussion platform. The findings showed that the ITCs’ utilization of the online 
platform was driven by different purposes. Few main elements were also identified as 
contributing factors to the success of their online community of practice. 
 

 

INTRODUCTION 
�

Teachers are the key factor in making the development of students and the improvement of school a 
success. Therefore, it is essential that teachers acquire sufficient knowledge and skills, and to gain this, they have to 
have opportunity to develop professionally. Apart from planned activities which intended to benefit individual, 
group or school, professional development also involved other natural learning experiences from which teachers 
could acquire and develop the knowledge and skills (Day, 1999). Many approaches in carrying out professional 
development had been identified (Bell, 1991; Lee, 2007). One of the approaches of professional that is becoming 
popular today is the community of practice (CoP) concept, where people share a concern or a passion for something 
they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly (Wenger, 1998). It has been found that online 
communities offer support for teachers and help them in their professional growth, through which users are 
connected to others in an interactive environment, whether synchronously or asynchronously (Baran & Cagiltay, 
2006). The effectiveness of online CoP to increase teacher development and its potential had driven initiatives 
among researchers to apply this approach in school institutions. In a Malaysian context however, the number of 
reported successful online CoP is found to be very limited. A study by Thang et al (2010) and Murugaiah et al 
(2010) who developed three communities among teachers from five schools in the country discovered that the level 
of teachers’ participation in those communities remained low, despite of many support given to the participants. Few 
factors were claimed to be stumbling blocks to the success if the CoP, such as lack of resources, institutional and 
administrator barriers as well as attitude and fear related factors. What then, the actual factors that contributed to 
successful CoP, particularly in the Malaysian education context? Is there, then, any ‘real’, existing, online CoP that 
can give us the answers?  This study aimed to understand the nature of their sharing (what they shared and the 
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purposes of sharing), the motivating factors that made their online CoP a success, and the benefits they gained from 
their online collaborative sharing.  �

 

THE STUDY 
 

This research studied an online CoP group which consisted of 12 Information Technology Coordinator 
(ITC) teachers from 12 Smart Schools1 in Selangor State, Malaysia. Like other teachers, they teach subjects like 
Language, Physics, Mathematics, History etc. However, they had an extra task. Apart from teaching their subjects, 
the teachers in the studied online group were also IT Coordinators (ITCs). In each Smart School in Malaysia, there is 
one IT Coordinator (ITC) whose job is to take care of any IT-related problems in their school. These 12 ITC 
teachers had developed their own online community (using Googlegroups application) which served them a 
platform to gain support and help from other members regarding the issues they faced daily regarding the IT or ICT  
application in their school. Of 12 ITCs, 4 teachers were purposely selected based on their active participation in their 
online activities. Primarily, one-to-one interview method was used to collect data. Besides, the data of their 
discussions was gathered from their online group. Data from interviews and printed version of their discussions was 
analysed using Nvivo 8 software in which themes and sub-themes were identified and developed.  

�

FINDINGS  
 

The analysis of their online discussion was done to trace the topics and the number of their comments. The 
analysis covered the discussions which took place from May 2009 until February 2010, i.e. when the analysis was 
actually done (Note: Until now, they still actively participate in their online community).  As indicated in Fig. 1 
below, from May 2009 until February 2010, there were altogether 187 entries and 2306 comments were posed by 
the members.   

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. The Numbers of Topics and Comments �
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�
�The Smart Schools project was first introduced in year 1999, in which 90 schools from all over Malaysia were selected and 

equipped with technology infrastructure as a pilot project. The technology employed within the Smart School infrastructure 
involves the integration of hardware, software, system software and non-IT related equipment running in both local and in a wide 
area network. Thus, in Smart Schools, the aim is for technology to act as an enabler in the teaching and learning process where 
the focus is on all-round development of students appropriate for the Information Age.  
�
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The analysis was also done to identify the topics of their discussions and the purposes of it. As indicated in 
Tab.1 below, the discussed topics mainly involved technical and non-technical issues related to their role as an ITC. 
Technical stuffs covered technical problem solving, the use of Smart School system, and information about 
computers and network. Non-technical issues that related to their job covered topics like meetings, activities among 
the ITCs, and also plan for improvement and development. Apart from that, they also exchanged other information, 
moral stories, wishes (birthday, festive, farewell, and condolences), photos and videos as well as their personal 
experiences. The topics were then grouped into four main purposes of their discussion as can be seen as follows:  

�

Topics 
 

Sub topics 
 

Numbers of topics Numbers of comments 

Formal tasks 16 254 1. Seeking help 
Individual tasks 7 28 

2. Seeking information ITC related tasks  12 162 
Technical related tasks 5 56 
ITCs activities 12 207 

3. Seeking ideas 

Action research plans 8 49 
Policies 12 191 
Meetings 12 121 
Smart School issues  20 334 
Technical-related issues  28 67 
Photos 8 55 
Videos 4 30 
Moral stories 12 145 
Wishes 19 397 

4. Sharing information 

Own experiences 12 210 
Total 187 2306 

 
Table 1. The Total Numbers of Topics and Discussions Based on the Purposes  

�

When asked about the purposes of their participation in online community, one of the ITC teachers 
mentioned about gaining help from other members so as to solve the problems: “Most of the time, we tried to solve 
technical issues, for example procedures of certain applications which we were not sure about. Usually, more expert 
friends will lend a help. That’s the method, that’s how we solved problems. We exchanged ideas and expertise” 
(Sam, 230310). Not only seeking for help, they also shared their knowledge with others, in other words, giving out 
what they knew and shared it for the benefit of others: “We did not only ask for help, sometimes we shared 
knowledge with others. Just for fun. I shared my thoughts, I also asked for help and others’ ideas.” (Is, 250310).   
 Interestingly, it can be seen from the findings that, the highest number of comments fall under a theme of 
‘wishes’ in which members used to wish their friends with various kinds if wishes - namely birthdays, festivals, 
congratulations and condolences.  From the observation made on their virtual discussions, it seemed that, although 
their experiences vary, not all the time the seniors will be experts. As Teacher F stated that some of them had their 
own expertise (he gave an example of Teacher I, whose expertise was in videoing), and when it came to video 
aspects, they know who they would to turn to. At other times, other members shared their expertise and the role 
changed (Fir270310). One could be a giver and at other times, he would be a receiver. The dynamic of sharing 
(expert changed his role to non-expert and vice versa) made the relationships among members became closer. This 
had resulted in a sense of enjoyment for being part of the ‘family’. One of the ITC teachers shared the story of how 
close they were. Through the online discussion, they managed to organise a car convoy to one of the members’ 
house on his daughter’s wedding day and attended the ceremony together as a ‘group of ITC teachers’ 
(Sam230210).  Although at the very beginning, the main purpose of the online group was meant for accomplishing 
ITC’s job, it somehow expanded to personal life as well, when their bonding became firmer and stronger. Fig. 2 
illustrates how the sharing processes had taken place in their online group.   
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Figure 2. The Nature of Sharing in ITCs Online Group   

 

Participants were also asked to share their point of views regarding the elements that they think made the group 
successful and beneficial. Based on the findings, eight elements were identified as indicated in Tab. 2 below:  

�

Themes Teacher S Teachers F Teacher I Teacher T 
Shared same needs  � � � � 
Volunteerism � � � � 
Members’ commitment  � � � � 
Reciprocity � � � � 
Agreed with the group’s norms  � � � - 
Accepting each other  � � � - 
A leader or catalyst  - � - � 
Time � - � - 
Access to Internet � - � - 

 
Table 2. Elements Contributed to the Success of the ITCs online CoP 
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Shared the same needs  
They were all ITC teachers, whose job was dealing with different kinds of technical problems that required 

vast knowledge and skills to overcome various sorts of problems. As they were working in Smart Schools, which 
were provided with similar system and programmes, the problems they had encountered had no large difference 
from one ITC to another and therefore the discussion for solution or suggestion was important for others to follow as 
well. What is meant by sharing the same needs is that, these ITCs felt that they had same needs which needed to be 
fulfilled, and the group had served this. Since they felt that their needs were sufficed, the group was perceived as a 
great success: “This online group enables us to keep in touch consistently and therefore we are able to get support 
from other members. All of us are facing with many kinds of technical problems that need to be solved quickly. 
Through this online group, we manage to overcome majority of the problems. So I think this is what makes it 
successful (Fir, 270310).  

    

Volunteerism 
Wenger et al. (2002) states that volunteerism is one of the key factors that could generate enough 

excitement, relevance and value to attract and engage members in a community of practice from which a sense of 
aliveness would raise. Based on the explanation given by the ITC teachers during the interviews, the formation of 
their online group was done based on their own agreement that, the ITCs need an online platform for more alive 
discussion and getting more instant feedbacks. It was they, themselves who saw a need for an online group. The 
need for online group also arose after the difficulties they were facing with all this while, especially in getting 
instant help from the ministry staff. One of the ITC teachers explained how they overcome the problem before the 
existence of this online group: “I believe one of the factors is our volunteerism. And we also actively involved in the 
conversation, you see. Most of the members would normally give instant replies. If they didn’t engage the way they 
did, I would not attach to this group either. So, our commitment matters. From this group, I learned a lot, not only 
teaching and learning aspects, but management aspect as well. We discussed things. (Thag, 250310). 

 

Agreed with the group’s norms   
From the findings, it was demonstrated that understanding about the norms of the group was also an 

important key to a group’s survival. The norms in this findings referred to the state where the all the members had 
certain agreement about the nature of the group and how it works. During the initial phase of the group construction, 
it was agreed by all the members that the group would serve as a platform to share their problems and to seek help 
and support from each other. All members then agreed to involve in the discussions and practice ‘give and take’. 
However, in this group, there were no certain official regulations been stated so as to make sure the group became 
alive as Teacher S explained: “We never limited the numbers of discussion, nor force the members to involve 
regularly. Once it was created, we, naturally, took part. As if we knew the ‘regulations’! Once a member started the 
discussion, we would interact as much as we could, and replied as fast as possible. And that, I think made our group 
special. Even though our number is small, we ‘survive’. And we helped each other because we are passionate.” 
(Sam, 230310).    

   

Members’ commitment  
A commitment from the members can be seen through the way they reacted and participated in the 

discussions. One of the evidences was that, instant replies from the members were obviously taken as a motivation 
for them to keep up their involvement and receiving benefits (Thag250310, Sam230310). Before the group had 
existed, they relied more on emails so as to gain help. They seldom used telephone to contact others as that would 
cost them more (Fir270310).  Their commitment can also be seen from how they attached to the group, as one of 
them told his story: “The first thing I do every day when I reach school is turning the computer on and check the 
group’s email. That is a must. I don’t want to miss any information.” (Sam230320). Another two ITC teachers also 
mentioned that the first thing they did when they were at school was to check their emails (Is250310, Thag250310).  
 Frequently visit the group and check out the discussion is not enough to create a sense of commitment. 
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When they logged in, they were not only reading the discussions, but they would normally put in some feedbacks or 
ideas. This was how they made the group successful (Sam230310): “There are few silent readers. But most of us 
will contribute consistently”. In return, consistent replies made the members of the group more motivated to make 
return visits. Teacher T, for example, explained how he was motivated to regularly visit the group site when he 
received continuous replies from other members and gradually changed his perception. He, at the initial phase of his 
involvement in the group had uncertainty about the usefulness of the group, but from time to time, as he involved 
more in the discussions, he was becoming more attached to the group. He described his life without this group as 
‘meaningless’ (Thag250310) and would have no idea on how to ‘survive’ as an ITC without the group.   
 Teacher T’s explanation about him being so attached to the group brings about the term of sense of 
belonging. From his story, we can see how his sense of belonging has developed through the process of his 
involvement in the discussions, in which he helped and was helped by the group members. In other words, he felt 
that his needs were fulfilled, his problems were solved and that was kind of motivation that he experienced through 
the sharing process.   

 

Reciprocity  
Another reason was the fact that they had known each other well, years before they involved in virtual 

discussions. They had met many times before they finally decided on creating online group, through meetings at the 
state level, or during informal gathering, they themselves conducted. One of the ITC teachers stressed on this matter: 
“We had known each other years before. We knew what expertise each of us had acquired. So I think, because we 
had known each other that well, we didn’t have problems to interact and share. It was just an extension of our 
previous communication, where we used email a lot. Google Groups is using email too, actually. But it is more 
systematic, you know. Every single email goes into the group, so it is easy to relocate even after weeks because 
everything was compiled there..” (Is, 250310). Knowing each other since years has developed good rapport and ‘a 
sense of acceptance’ among the members. This element is important to ensure the members to be open to share and 
unhesitant to ask. For example, Teacher I explained how they accepted each other: “For making the group 
successful, the member needs to accept the group and its members, and should be able to contribute ideas as well as 
accepting others’ views. We also feel free to ask.” (Is, 250310). He also shared his view of why their group was 
fruitful. It was when the members felt the closeness and the sense of belonging: “The group is successful due to 
contribution from many of us I think. That means, we have to ‘relate’ ourselves to the group, feeling that we are part 
of them. We belong to the group, that kind of feeling.” (Is, 250310).          

 

A leader or catalyst 
Apart from other factors, some of them had also named a leader or a catalyst as one of the contributing 

factors to a success of their group. Teacher I, for instance, said: “The leader has its own role. In this group we have 
him (he was referring to Teacher S). He is our ‘boss’. But of course other members should contribute as well. 
Without everyone’s contribution, this group will not work.” (Is250310). Teacher F said: “If you wanted to create a 
successful group, make sure you have a good leader, and interested members. And make sure they are given enough 
time to involve, to get online.....” (Fir2703010). When asked to further elaborate what kind of leader he was 
referring to, he explained that a leader he was referring to was a person who would initiate things, or “provoke 
ideas” to other members so that others would discuss and decide on the decisions. From his explanation, it seemed 
that he was talking about a catalyst whose role is to inject a momentum to make things move.    
 From the interview, an interesting fact had emerged - that there was a ‘perceived leader’ among the ITCs 
that referred to Teacher S, the most senior ITC teachers. I use the word ‘perceived’ because there was actually no 
such position appointed officially by the ministry or state level. Being a Vice Chairman of the Malaysian ITC 
Teachers Association, being the most senior ITC among all, and being an outspoken and someone who had courage 
to voice out things, gave him credit to be addressed as a leader. (Sam230310).  Interestingly, Teacher S had also 
perceived himself as a leader. This might happen through their daily conversation where others informally addressed 
him as a ‘boss’. Realizing himself as a ‘leader’, he then did his best to contribute and participate in the discussions 
as he knew that a leader has a great role to play in order to make the group successful. He was also reflecting on his 
role as contributing to the success of the group and believed that the ITCs had a good acceptance towards him as a 
leader: “We, ITCs, always got problems in school, most of them related to technical aspects. So we tried to solve it 
together. Don’t need others to ask you to communicate. It is you, yourself. Now, you have the problem, so you have 
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to solve it, right? So, use this online then. But having said that, however, there must be a leader to make things 
move. And the leader must also be active in the discussion. I always make sure that I read all the entries and give my 
ideas. And I think ‘my’ ITCs respect and accept me, if not, they will not involve in the discussion.” (Sam, 2303010).  

 

Time  
Time is regarded as an important factor in every aspect. As an ITC, these teachers are given less teaching 

period as compared with other teachers (Is250310, Fir270310) as for them to give more focus on IT aspects. Teacher 
I, for example said that before he was appointed as an ITC, his teaching period was 24 hours per week. However, 
after being an ITC, the time was decreased to 8 hours per week which meant that he got more time to do his ITC 
tasks.  Another ITC claimed that teachers in his school were busy persons as they had to teach and mark students’ 
works and tests paper most of the time. He compared other subject teachers with himself, as an ITC, in which he 
thought that being ITC had given him enough time to be online. In contrast, he said, other teachers in his school 
hardly have time to surf Internet during school time (Sam230310). He mentioned: “I believe one of the factors is 
because all of us are computer maniacs (laughed). Majority of us spend lots of time in front of computers. Only two 
or three ITCs who are not active, but they have strong reason I know. Bahari and Hashim; they have problems to 
get online in their schools. Other subject teachers are busy with their classes. But we have got enough time to get 
involved in online discussion as I regard it as part of my job too.” (Sam230310).   

 

Access to Internet  
Having enough time is not enough to ensure a high rate of participants in the online discussions. Another 

contributing factor was an access to Internet. These ITC teachers were given personal laptop and they also spent a 
lot of time in computer labs. This gave them more opportunity to be online: “That (getting instant reply) was 
because we are always online! Teacher I is using Blackberry, so he got no problem. As for myself, I turned on the 
Internet all the time, even when I was teaching in class. I will also make sure I turn on the Internet at home too.” 
(Sam230310). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.  Elements of the Successful Online Group and Its Impacts 
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Conclusions 
 

This study explored the nature of sharing in an online community among ITC teachers in the Malaysian 
School context. Although the main purpose of the development of the group was meant for their professional 
support and development (which involved formal discussions), there were also other informal and personal elements 
brought up in the discussions.  Wenger (1998) also viewed that in a CoP, apart from learning for development, there 
are shared stories, inside jokes and laughter. There was also mutual and reciprocal exchange of ideas and support 
among the members, were ‘gives and takes’ activity took place in the discussions. There was a dynamic interchange 
of roles among the members, which means, expert one will not remain an expert all the time and vice versa. 
 Primary elements that contributed to the success of the ITC teachers online community was (a) ITC 
teachers themselves (needs, volunteerism, accepting the group’s norms) - These factors are related to the ITC as an 
individual. An ITC, has his own needs and problems to be solved, that urged him to seek help and support from 
other members. The fact that the ITC had volunteered to be part of the group and accepting the group’s norms and 
perform similar behaviours like others (e.g.: visiting the online discussion regularly and reply to it, using the 
platform to seek help and share ideas) had resulted in active involvement and dynamic discussions; (b) Members of 
the group (members’ commitment, reciprocity, accepting each other, catalyst/leader) - Factors classified under this 
category are related to the process of mutual or reciprocal interaction among the members. In other words it is 
related to ITCs as online group members. As this is a platform where ITCs used to ask for help and give advice or 
share ideas, they were obviously involved in mutual interactions where ‘give and take’ process took place. For 
interactions to occur there must be persons who would read and reply to others. What made the group successful for 
them were their reciprocity and commitment to the discussions. Knowing each other well had also made the 
discussion went smoother. Among the members, there was a catalyst (or a leader) who acted as provocateur to spur 
the interaction and start up new discussions; and (c) Other factors (time, access to the Internet) -Besides the factors 
mentioned related to individual self and collective self as ITCs, other factors identified to contribute to the success 
of the group were time and access to the Internet. The ITCs, were not only given less time to teach, they were also 
provided with a laptop to ease their work as well as the Internet access. These two factors enabled them to be online 
more regularly. As a result of the interaction processes occurred in their online activities, their needs were 
fulfilled, their sense of belonging increased, and their bonding became greater.   
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