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INTRODUCTION:  Forming
Seven faculty members from chemistry, mathematics, education, physical therapy, cooperative education, speech-language pathology, and sociology were selected as Center for Work and Learning Faculty Research Fellows during the ‘03/04 academic year.  The fellows met monthly, facilitated by the director of the Center. The objective of the fellowship was to bring faculty together to form a community of practice dedicated to research on the critical processes and outcomes of practice-oriented education or POE.  POE learning integrates experience in the workplace with experience in the classroom within both the liberal arts and professional education.  At Northeastern University, cooperative education is the most prominent example, but POE can take many forms and involve learners of any age and in a variety of settings.  What makes it distinctive from other forms of experiential learning is that it explicitly calls for:

· Explicit integration of theory and practice 

· Structured opportunities for reflection in real time

· Collective learning through dialogue with others

Candidates were selected by a review panel, which evaluated the proposed projects submitted by the applicants on the basis of their intellectual merit and feasibility for future development.  The finalists, who later called themselves “POE Fellows,” subsequently revealed that their main reason for applying was to partner and dialogue with others to decrease isolation and build intellectual bridges across the silos created by their own disciplines. Another goal was to share information and learn how other fields treat the preparation of students and practitioners using POE methodology. 

GATHERING THE EVIDENCE 

Participants shared their ideas about teaching, assessment, and funding concerning the integration of learning and practice. The innovative method they devised to achieve the objective was to become a community of practice dedicated to sharing their challenges arising from teaching and learning experientially. Over time, they focused on such themes as: how to capture local knowledge, how to appropriate knowledge for a given context, how to convert tacit knowledge, how to make use of multi-generational experience, and how to engage in reflection that is both concurrent and collective. As the dialogue evolved, the community also turned to innovative approaches, such as the challenge of learning from experts, innovative versus integrative pedagogy, and situated learning applications to real-world learning. 

Tangible outcomes so far for the POE fellows collectively include an international professional workshop and a poster presentation at a local meeting. Individual members have made national professional platform presentations and have begun to submit grant proposals to national foundations and granting authorities.

 Qualitative outcomes include the willingness to continue the conversation and to present findings to campus groups interested in the scholarship of teaching and learning that intersects classroom and workplace experience. 

FINDINGS AND SIGNIFICANCE:  Applying our knowledge

The fellows first arrived with different perspectives and expectations.  Over time, they utilized each other’s feedback to not only advance their own personal projects but to develop an intellectual and interpersonal spirit that infused a common practice across their disciplinary boundaries.  

Following are two examples of this work:

A two-person team from physical therapy and cooperative education applied to become fellows with several goals in mind. One was to develop an interpersonal network of POE research collaborators. In addition, the team wanted to develop a strong proposal for external funding that would unify the team’s research interests in reflection, creative teaching strategies, and the integration of work, learning, technology, and mentoring. At this time, a full proposal to support their work on the development of a standardized patient methodology for the teaching and assessment of physical therapy students has been submitted to a local foundation. A pilot of the standardized patient instrument is slated for the Spring ’05 semester and data will be collected that examine how POE pedagogy develops essential skills.  To continue the dialogue on POE beyond Northeastern University, the team has applied to become Carnegie Scholars for 05/06. The final goal is to publish the results of this work to promote POE within the physical therapy field.


As a second example, the participant from mathematics sought to develop a program that would help math majors make stronger connections between their powerful but abstract major and the practicalities of work.  In math, students undergo both a briefing before going on co-op and a debriefing after they return, but the participant wanted to extend this by encouraging students to communicate with faculty while they are in the midst of their work experience.   The initial idea for the project evolved based on a suggestion from another fellow.  A quasi-entrepreneurial group of undergraduate mathematical problem-solvers would be assembled to contract with campus groups needing mathematical assistance in their research endeavors.  The math majors would be paid, initially by grant money, but eventually could become self-supporting.  The goal would be to simulate a real work experience while providing substantial intellectual and mentoring support from faculty advisors.  Thus, the program would be a stepping stone midway between academics and work, but would allow for integration of theory with practice.
LESSONS LEARNED:  Framing the benefits

Conclusions demonstrate that a diverse group of scholars may not only achieve intellectual commonalities but may become transformed within a community of practice (CoP).  Communities of practice evolve as people united in a common enterprise develop a shared history as well as particular values, beliefs, ways of talking, and ways of doing things.  They come together, not so much on the basis of formal memberships or job descriptions, as by being involved with one another in the process of reflecting on their own work.  In time, their efforts as a community become natural.  Problem-solving becomes more of a social activity than an analytically detached process. 

  Fellows came with different perspectives about the Northeastern educational experience but evolved into a community of practice once they began to demonstrate a commitment to concurrent reflection on their own projects.  They became a dedicated learning community of faculty committed to intellectually stimulating dialogue leading to new approaches to academic problems and to cross-pollination of ideas and practices.  Participation in the community also provided support for research development but also for personal development.  The diagram in Figure One below illustrates the CoP process.

Some challenges that remain include sustainability of the fellowship to continue to support peers, who also desire to develop a program of POE scholarship, and to give the current fellows more time to reflect on their individual and collective learning. 


                                             Figure One
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