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Abstract: -This paper reports a study of the presence the communities of practice elements among teachers in 

nine technology-rich schools (locally known as Smart Schools)in Malaysia. Participants were involved in two 

online learning communities.Data collection was carried out through various methods; online interview, one-to-

one interview and the documentation of their discussions in online sharing platforms.The analysis was done 

using Nvivo10 and by employing thematic and constant comparative analysis. The result showed the 

differencesin terms of the teachers’ level of participation in the discussions and the extent to which the 

elements of communities of practice (mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and shared repertoire) were present. 

The discussion on why the differences existed was also presented.  
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1 Introduction 

Teachers play a vital role in educating the nation’s 

children and shaping the pupils’ morals, attitudes 

and behaviours; therefore, they need to be well 

prepared in terms of knowledge, capability and 

responsibility in order to contribute to the people 

and the country. It is vital to develop sound and 

systemic interventions for teachers’ professional 

development, as this area is essential, not only for 

teachers but also for schools’ improvement [1]. An 

on-going concept of professional development is 

clearly set out by [2], who posits that professional 

development is informal (natural learning 

experiences) as well as formal (planned activities), 

and the process happens when teachers review and 

reflect upon their knowledge and enhance their 

commitment towards teaching from which they 

develop their emotional intelligence to think, plan 

and practice better. Teachers’ continuing 

professional development is an on-going process 

which teachers experience either through formal, 

designed occasions or through informal, daily 

situations from which they learn not only to 

enhance their professional identities but also their 

personal values.  

In Malaysia, teachers’ professional 

development can be pre-service or in-service [3]. 

Pre-service programsare designed for student 

teachers for both primary (run by the Institutes of 

Teacher Education (ITE) and secondary schools 

(run by the universities). The program emphasizes 

on the integration of knowledge, together with 

values and skills that require student teachers to 

experience hands-on learning and knowledge 

transfer. Another approach of teacher professional 

development is in-service courses or training. The 

objectives of these training are to enhance 

teachers’ professional skills and competencies in 
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their areas. All teachers from all schools in 

Malaysia are involved in this professional 

development [3]. 

However, there are data suggesting that many 

forms of in-service training are short-term and not 

sustained [4],and that the existing system of in-

service teacher education in Malaysia is ineffective 

in disseminating and implementing curricular 

reforms [5], [6], [7]. [6], who studied the role of 

the teachers’ professional development system in 

Malaysia found that the current system of 

professional development has failed to bring about 

the desired understanding among teachers of how 

to put ‘smart’ teaching techniques into practice. He 

states that the teachers’ professional development 

system being implemented in the Malaysian 

context is about providing training to teachers with 

prescriptive knowledge in workshops so as to 

upgrade their existing knowledge base, and this 

involves teachers mastering the skill of teaching 

and the knowledge of what to teach and how to 

teach it [8]. Another critique to this kind of 

approach is that it is detached from the purpose 

and the context of teachers’ work [9].This is why 

teachers tend to perceive their professional 

development as an additional activity that is 

separate from their daily work as a teacher and 

does not offer materials that are applicable to their 

teaching [10].  

In this study, the goal was to achieve successful 

CoPs which serve as a platform for teachers’ 

professional development. The assumption was 

that teachers would better develop when they 

shared their best practice and challenging 

experiences with other teachers from different 

schools, so as to provide others with a selection of 

ideas to be adopted in their teaching, as well as 

things that should be avoided in order not to repeat 

the same mistakes.  

From this viewpoint, knowledge is shared and 

socially constructed by individuals in the 

community. Therefore, the content shared is 

something that is very close to teachers’ daily 

practice and depends on their real needs, rather 

than being pre-determined, as is the training 

currently being implemented in the Malaysian 

education system. The approach undertaken 

followed the communities of practice (CoPs) 

model, which is based on the social constructivism 

perspective and views learning as a collective 

enterprise in which members learn from each other 

[11]. Members interact with one another and share 

experiences, solve problems, share ideas, build 

strategies and develop relationships with others 

who are involved in an area of knowledge or 

activity that is of interest to them and learn how to 

perform more effectively as they interact regularly 

[11]. 

This project implemented the development of 

communities via online platform as online 

communities do not only allow the teachers 

(community members) to share resources, ideas 

and expertise, but they also contribute to the 

satisfaction of the teachers’ needs in terms of 

continual learning and professional development 

and greater flexibility where teachers do not have 

to travel, but instead they can work from their 

classrooms or at home and at their own pace [12], 

[13], allow the development of open and 

supportive relationships and friendships, and 

greater cohesiveness within the learning group 

[14]. 

In the overall study, several aspects were 

examined including the understanding of teachers’ 

nature of identities in general and in relation to 

their participation in online CoPs, the differences 

between teachers from two different CoPs (STs 

and ITCs) and the extent of which the elements of 

CoPs were present. However, this particular paper, 

we focus on the last aspect, i.e. the presence of the 

elements of CoPs in each community.   

 

2 The elements of communities of practice  

According to [11], what defines a CoP is ‘a matter 

of sustaining enough mutual engagement in 

pursuing an enterprise together to share same 

significant learning’ (p.86). The three elements of 

CoPs that will be discussed in this paper are 

mutual engagement, joint enterprise and shared 

repertoire. The presence of these elements is 

crucial for the examination of these communities, 

as they will indicate the effectiveness of the 

communities as real CoPs. The absence of any of 

these elements shows the flaws of the 

communities, which will therefore lead to the 

identification of the real issues emerging in this 

study. 

Three crucial dimensions of a community of 

practice are mutual engagement, joint enterprise 

and shared repertoire. [11]claims that a CoP is not 

just a group, team or network that consists of 

people with the same characteristics; it is a 

community in which mutual engagement among 

the members can be seen.  

Mutual engagement is an essential dimension 

of any CoP and also implies a sense of belonging. 

In a CoP, members work together, see each other 

every day, talk with each other all the time, 
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exchange information and opinions and directly 

influence each other’s understanding as a matter of 

routine. Through their working, interaction and 

engagement, they develop shared ways of doing 

things.  Wenger believes that in a CoP participants 

actually have different roles, and because they 

belong to a community where people help each 

other, it is more important to know ‘how to give 

and receive help than to try to know e

yourself’ (p. 75) [11].  

Another dimension of a CoP is joint enterprise. 

A joint enterprise does not require agreement in 

any simple sense. In some communities, 

disagreement can be seen as a productive part of 

the enterprise. The enterprise is jo

everybody believes the same thing or agrees on 

everything, but in that it is ‘communally 

negotiated’ (p.77) [11]. He explains: 

 
When (a CoP) it is sustained, it connects 

participants in ways that can become 

deeper than more abstract simila

terms of personal features or social 

categories. In this sense, a community of 

practice can become a very tight node of 

interpersonal relationships (p.76)

 

In a CoP, members invent their own ways of 

doing their jobs effectively and quickly solve 

problems [11] writes:  

 
So the enterprise is never fully 

determined by an outside mandate, the 

practice evolves into the community’s 

own response to some outside mandate. 

Members produce a practice to deal with 

what they understand to be their 

enterprise, their practice as it unfolds 

belongs to their community in a 

fundamental sense. The power that 

institutions, prescriptions or individuals 

have over the practice of a community is 

always mediated by the community’s 

production of its practice. External forces 

have no direct power over this production 

because it is the community that 

negotiates its enterprise. (p. 78) 

 

The final dimension of a CoP is a shared 

repertoire. The repertoire of a community of 

practice includes routines, words, tools, wa

doing things, stories, gestures, symbols, actions 

and concepts that the community has produced or 

adopted in the course of its existence, and which 

have become part of its practice [11].
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everything, but in that it is ‘communally 
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When (a CoP) it is sustained, it connects 

participants in ways that can become 

deeper than more abstract similarities in 

terms of personal features or social 

categories. In this sense, a community of 

practice can become a very tight node of 

interpersonal relationships (p.76) 

In a CoP, members invent their own ways of 

doing their jobs effectively and quickly solve their 

So the enterprise is never fully 

determined by an outside mandate, the 

practice evolves into the community’s 

own response to some outside mandate. 

Members produce a practice to deal with 

what they understand to be their 

enterprise, their practice as it unfolds 

belongs to their community in a 

fundamental sense. The power that 

institutions, prescriptions or individuals 

have over the practice of a community is 

always mediated by the community’s 

ternal forces 

have no direct power over this production 

because it is the community that 

negotiates its enterprise. (p. 78)  

The final dimension of a CoP is a shared 

repertoire. The repertoire of a community of 

practice includes routines, words, tools, ways of 

doing things, stories, gestures, symbols, actions 

and concepts that the community has produced or 

adopted in the course of its existence, and which 

[11]. 

3 Research design  

This study involved two cohorts of participants; the 

first group consisted of 16 

who were teaching English, Mathematics and 

Science from five Smart Schools and the second 

group werefour teachersfrom four other Smart 

Schools who were also subject teacher

same time were appointed as an Information 

Technology Coordinator (ITCs) in their schools.

It was originally planned that the selection of 

the STs from each school would be done based on 

volunteerism. Any interested teachers were 

encouraged to join the project. Nevertheless, 

although initially the sampling was planned to be 

purposive, i.e. targeting interested teachers, it 

ended up being convenience sampling 

Convenience sampling is usually the result of 

restrictions placed on the research

when members of an organisation select 

participants rather than giving the researcher free 

rein to do so. After the project started I had the 

chance to interview the teachers, and I discovered 

that many of them had actually been ‘selected’ 

their principals rather than being self

 

 

 

Fig. 1: The selection of research 

participants (first cohort)

 

The selection of the other group of teachers 

who were participating in online communities was 

not actually planned in the initial 

snowball sampling might best explain how 

came across this group as an additional group of 

participants. The involvement of the other group in 

this study was not planned, but i

a researcher has the ability to be adaptive and 

flexible, so that ‘newly-encountered situations can 

be seen as opportunities, not threats’

In relation to this, [17] 

in qualitative studies are usually ‘not wholly pre

specified but can evolve once fieldwork begins’

(p.27). This means that the initial group of 

two cohorts of participants; the 

first group consisted of 16 subject teachers (STs) 

who were teaching English, Mathematics and 

Science from five Smart Schools and the second 

four teachersfrom four other Smart 

subject teachers but at the 

same time were appointed as an Information 

Technology Coordinator (ITCs) in their schools. 

It was originally planned that the selection of 

from each school would be done based on 

volunteerism. Any interested teachers were 

join the project. Nevertheless, 

although initially the sampling was planned to be 

purposive, i.e. targeting interested teachers, it 

ended up being convenience sampling [15]. 

Convenience sampling is usually the result of 

restrictions placed on the researcher, for example 

when members of an organisation select 

participants rather than giving the researcher free 

rein to do so. After the project started I had the 

chance to interview the teachers, and I discovered 

that many of them had actually been ‘selected’ by 

their principals rather than being self-selected.   

 

Fig. 1: The selection of research 

participants (first cohort) 

The selection of the other group of teachers 

who were participating in online communities was 

not actually planned in the initial study. A 

snowball sampling might best explain how we 

came across this group as an additional group of 

participants. The involvement of the other group in 

this study was not planned, but it is important that 

a researcher has the ability to be adaptive and 

encountered situations can 

be seen as opportunities, not threats’ (p.62)[16]. 

[17] also assert that samples 

in qualitative studies are usually ‘not wholly pre-

specified but can evolve once fieldwork begins’ 

. This means that the initial group of 
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participants might lead to other informants, either 

similar or different, as this will enable the 

researcher to understand the key links or 

relationships in the study’s context. Therefore, 

decided to take the opportunity to explore another 

group in this study.   

A communication with one of the STs has led us 

to study the ITCs. Sham shared his point of view 

regarding the sharing activities in the e

communities and mentioned a community for 

Information Technology Coordinators (ITCs) 

which used an online platform. He later provided 

me a contact person whom we could to talk to

through Ben we were able to join as part of 

theITCs’ community members which consisted of 

twelve members. From this group, we selected four 

ITCs who were actively participated in the 

discussions and an officer who was in charge of all 

the ITCs in that state.   

 

 

Fig. 2: The selection of research 

participants (second cohort)

 

 

Data was collected through online interview, 

one-to-one interview and the documentation of 

their online discussions.  The data analysis was 

done using Nvivo10 where the process involved 

pre-coding, and coding where a set of categories 

that provide a reasonable reconstruction of the data 

that have been collected [18]. Analysis was also 

done using cross-case analysis as 

cross-case analysis will all

sophisticated descriptions and more powerful 

explanations because adding up separate variables 

on all cases will destroy the ‘local web of causality’ 

and result only in a ‘smoothed

generalizations that may not apply to any specific

case in the set[17]. Consequently, each case must 

be understood on its own terms.  
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online interview, 

one interview and the documentation of 

The data analysis was 

where the process involved 

coding, and coding where a set of categories 

that provide a reasonable reconstruction of the data 

Analysis was also 

as [17] state that 

case analysis will allow for more 

sophisticated descriptions and more powerful 

explanations because adding up separate variables 

on all cases will destroy the ‘local web of causality’ 

and result only in a ‘smoothed-down’ set of 

generalizations that may not apply to any specific 

. Consequently, each case must 

 

4 Findings 
Table 1 depicts the overall findings of the 

differences between the STs and ITCs: 

 

Table 1: The presence of the CoPs elements in 

the STs and ITCs groups

 

 

4.1 Mutual engagement 
One of the characteristics of a CoP is the presence 

of mutual engagement. This can be seen in how 

members of CoPs develop relationships with other 

members. Knowing others in this way can be seen 

in the sense that community members kn

is good at what’ and ‘who knows what’

[11]. 

The finding showed that many STs

share their most challenging teaching experiences 

as this would indirectly reveal their ‘weaknesses’, 

and revealing their weaknesses was humiliating for 

them. This implies that the fear that the teachers 

had was due to the absence of mutual engagement 

in the communities.  

On the other hand, the ITCs had known each 

other for years before they decided to have an 

online community. The online community was 

considered their essential resource for ideas and 

support, which they relied upon to carry out their 

Table 1 depicts the overall findings of the 

differences between the STs and ITCs:  

Table 1: The presence of the CoPs elements in 

STs and ITCs groups 

 

4.1 Mutual engagement  
One of the characteristics of a CoP is the presence 

of mutual engagement. This can be seen in how 

members of CoPs develop relationships with other 

members. Knowing others in this way can be seen 

in the sense that community members know ‘who 

is good at what’ and ‘who knows what’ (p.85) 

The finding showed that many STs refused to 

share their most challenging teaching experiences 

as this would indirectly reveal their ‘weaknesses’, 

and revealing their weaknesses was humiliating for 

This implies that the fear that the teachers 

had was due to the absence of mutual engagement 

he ITCs had known each 

other for years before they decided to have an 

online community. The online community was 

sidered their essential resource for ideas and 

support, which they relied upon to carry out their 
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tasks. The ITCs knew each other well, and even a 

new member like Tim claimed that he had the 

feeling of being part of the ITCs’ community, as 

other members accepted him as if he had been 

there for years. The ITCs also knew each other’s 

expertise. They knew where to turn when certain 

problems occurred. For example, Joe mentioned 

that when it came to teacher videoing, they would 

refer to Adrian.  

Another aspect of mutual engagement also 

covers the coexistence of similar needs among 

members of a community [11]. In the STs’ 

communities, members understood that the 

objective of their virtual communities was to make 

the members interact and share their stories so that 

they could learn to improve their own practice. 

Although everybody in the communities had a 

clear understanding of their roles and others’, i.e. 

to help each other to develop professionally, there 

were still some issues that had not been settled at 

the start. The first was the discussion topics. 

Teachers had different views on the topics they 

would like to share. Some preferred to discuss 

issues related only to teaching and learning 

activities. However, others preferred to share 

activities   that they had conducted outside the 

classroom, including co-curricular activities and 

student activities.  

The second issue related to the difference in 

levels of the teachers’ students. Many teachers 

claimed that they had difficulty in taking part in 

the discussions as the topics were not related to 

what they were teaching.  

While the STs were still struggling with their 

different needs, the ITCswas clearly seen to have a 

shared needs for online group. As an ITC, all of 

them had to solve all technical problems as part of 

their daily tasks, and therefore they needed others 

to consult with. Since there was only one ITC in 

each school, they could not find support from 

colleagues from the same school. As they wanted 

to solve their problems quickly, they contacted 

ITCs whom they knew in other schools. 

 

4.2 Joint enterprise  
The element of joint enterprise is developed when 

members share their interests and the goal of the 

community as a whole. Members coordinate their 

mutual engagement and negotiate their situations, 

and through this process they become proficient. 

[11]asserts that among the indicators of the 

presence of joint enterprise in CoPs are when 

members are having fun, doing well, feeling good, 

dealing with boredom, thinking about the future 

and maintaining their senses of self.   

The STs had varying experiences related to 

their participation in the online communities. 

Much of the feedback consisted of slightly 

negative statements, e.g. teachers regarded their 

communities as lacking benefits, and that it was 

time-consuming when they had to learn new things 

and be online in order to participate. The sharing 

activities were also viewed as ‘too formal’, which 

resulted in a feeling of boredom among the 

teachers. These factors do not support the 

development of joint enterprise. Teachers were 

still struggling with their own fears of ‘self-

revelation’ [19],and at the same time were not 

attracted to the content and the discussions taking 

place in the blogs, as some of them claimed that 

they could not ‘slot into’ the discussions as the 

topics were too level-specific for them to 

intervene.  

The journey of these communities was not fully 

sustained. The teachers’ focus on their 

involvement in the blogs faded when they shifted 

to the Virtual Interactive Platform (VIP). In their 

minds, once they had turned to the VIP, the use of 

the blogs was over. Therefore, teachers did not see 

the future of their communities. Although the use 

of the VIP had promising features to spur 

discussions and to develop as a continuation of the 

teachers’ blogging activities, technical problems 

ruined this aspiration. Many teachers shared their 

frustration that the VIP could not be used as they 

could not view the uploaded videos. Their 

willingness to share decreased.  

All these issues show that the teachers did not 

see the future of their online communities [11]. 

They only played their parts as required or agreed 

as part of their participation, and only for the 

purposes of the project. For many of them, taking 

part in the discussions was not driven by their own 

enthusiasm to explore the possibilities of 

technology in enhancing their learning or 

improving their practice, but only to fulfil the 

requirements of the project. Again, as with mutual 

engagement, joint enterprise was barely found to 

be present within the communities.  

In contrast, the ITCs did not only use their 

online community as a platform to gain resources, 

ideas and support, but they also had fun with it. 

TheITCs clearly shared some jokes and stories that 

had no direct relation to their jobs. Having a group 

made them feel good, as they knew that there 

would always be someone to help whenever they 

faced a problem. Reading the discussions also 

filled their free time and helped them deal with 

boredom. One ITC admitted that having no 

interaction in the ITCs’ community made his day 
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feel ‘empty’. Some of the ITCs also believed that 

their community had helped them shape their 

professional identity and become proficient in their 

area. These are elements of joint enterprise, and 

clearly the ITCs’ community had them all.  

 

4.3 Shared repertoire  
The third element of CoPs is shared repertoire. 

This element involves the language the members 

use and the routines or norms they share. As stated 

by [11] in CoPs, members have a mutual 

understanding of ways to do things related to their 

practice. They also have shared stories of their 

experiences that later become part of their own 

practice.  

This was the most difficult element to be 

detected in the STs’ community. Not much 

evidence showed the existence of a shared 

repertoire among the teachers. This may have been 

due to the limited time given by the project to let 

the communities grow naturally, or perhaps due to 

the limited time given by the research grant for the 

project to reach its conclusion (as we cannot be 

certain when the communities would have reached 

their ultimate stage, i.e. the transforming stage). 

Teachers were still struggling with the issue of 

trust and the negotiation of their mutual needs and 

enterprise, it was difficult for them to develop a 

shared repertoire, as routines and norms could only 

exist if members truly knew each other, in the 

sense that they could tell who was who in the 

community, had negotiated their practice and was 

part of the community.  

The interaction in these communities was still 

superficial, with members just touching on the 

surface of their teaching problems such as their 

general approach or activities to deal with certain 

topics in the classroom, since some teachers did 

not possess the confidence to ‘sell’ their ideas, 

stories and experiences (especially negative ones) 

to other members. This could be the reason why 

the teachers in these communities could not 

engage in their communities to the anticipated 

‘depth’ of interaction and sharing.  

The ITCs’ community on the other hand, 

clearly had the characteristics of a successful 

CoP.One of the characteristics is having sustained 

relationships. The ITCs showed how they shared 

ways of doing things together. As they were faced 

with various kinds of problems in their daily tasks, 

using the platform they managed to solve these 

problems very quickly. 

They had mutually defined identities, they 

knew ‘who is who’ in their community, and they 

had a shared repertoire, in the sense that they 

shared the same language and the terms that they 

used to refer to things. They used the platform not 

only to solve their work-related problems, but also 

as a social networking site through which they told 

stories about their families, told jokes, shared 

inspiring ideas and exchanged greetings with each 

other. As ITCs, they used jargon that only ITCs 

were familiar with.  

 

 

5 Conclusion 
Based on the presence of these characteristics, 

the ITCs’ community is considered to have 

fulfilled the elements of a CoP as outlined by [11]. 

In contrast, the presence of CoP elements in the 

STs’ communities was quite low.  

In conclusion, the differences between these 

groups can be seen along several aspects. The 

urgency to use an online platform as their medium 

of sharing was closely related to their needs and 

current sources of help and support. The group of 

teachers who did not have colleagues who were 

dealing with similar problems would have a 

greater need to share online as their colleagues 

were from different schools, whereas the group of 

teachers who already had their own communities 

in their schools from which they could seek help 

and support did not feel the urgency to embark on 

using the online platform.  

Leadership was crucial so as to spur the 

interaction and participation among the members 

of the communities. Lack of guidance and support 

from leaders (internal as well as external) left the 

online communities unattended. Another aspect of 

difference related to the monitoring system. 

Teachers who were aware of being monitored by 

their official leaders would engage more in the 

discussions compared to those who were not 

monitored or mandated to take part in the activities 

by their official leaders. The final aspect of 

difference was the way the teachers valued their 

jobs, which influenced the way they participated in 

online CoPs. This was also related to their roles in 

their families. Teachers who saw their main 

responsibility as towards their family, particularly 

their children, had a tendency to set a boundary 

between work and personal life and would not 

spend any more time on job-related tasks after 

school hours. It could also be concluded that it 

would be easier to achieve successful CoPs if the 

members knew each other in person beforehand. 

However, this study does not deny that there is a 

possibility that the STs’ community would have 

been more successful if more time had been given 

for teachers to properly create their relationships 
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with other teachers to enable them to feel 

comfortable sharing whatever things they liked. It 

is also anticipated that in order to create a better 

online CoPs for teachers in Malaysia, there needs 

to have a management buy-in at the same time it 

requires a good plan to cater cultural issues.  
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