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Two important developments in the last decade have profound implications for adult learners – both families and professionals – who are committed to young children with disabilities.  The first is the increasing emphasis on evidence-based practice as a guide to serving children and families.  The challenges are both to learn what the “evidence” actually is, as well as to learn how to integrate that evidence with the values, vision, creativity, and contextual factors related to individual practitioners, families, and children.  The second development is the explosion of knowledge and information through the Internet, providing both enhanced opportunities for access to knowledge and a potential for “information overload” through the sheer flood of knowledge flowing from the web’s portals.  The challenge facing Internet searches is to sift through the flood to identify both the accuracy of the knowledge and its applicability to the individual family and practitioner.

The purpose of this article is to describe a model to facilitate adult learners to move beyond evidence-based practice to what we are calling “wisdom-based action,” through the medium of an online community of practice (CoP).  We will use as an example our own developing Early Childhood Family Support Community of Practice, describe the principles, practices, and challenges of establishing and maximizing the potential of an online CoP to enhance adult learning.  
Throughout our discussion, we maintain an underlying assumption that families and professionals should be considered to be co-learners in many, if not most, adult learning opportunities.  Traditionally, information sharing for these two groups has been segmented into separate networks.  For families, these include the broad networks of family-led organizations, each with the mandate to provide information and education to families. They include, for example, and Parent to Parent programs (www.p2pusa.org); Family-to-Family Health information Centers (www.familyvoices.org/info/ncfpp/f2fhic.php); and Parent Training and Information Centers (www.taaliance.org).  Professional development, on the other hand, occurs in a variety of professional training, higher education pre-service training programs, and technical assistance activities funded by both states and the federal government.  We take the position that effective family-professional partnerships should begin with sharing dialogue, learning together, and co-creating the next frontier of adult learning related to supporting young children with disabilities and their families.  It is paradoxical that professionals are usually taught to partner with families in separate professional development activities; and, simultaneously in family networks families are taught to partner with professionals.  Our vision is that the best preparation for partnership comes from mutual 
Using this basic co-learning assumption as a foundation for our work, we will describe “wisdom-based action” as a template for integrating knowledge from multiple sources and making sound decisions.  Following that discussion, we will describe the trends toward development of CoPs using Web 2.0 technologies.  Finally, we will present a model for online wisdom-based action and discuss its potential applications for adult learners, both families and practitioners serving young children with disabilities.   

From Evidence-Based Practice to Wisdom-Based Action

Our evolution to the construct of wisdom-based action started with the concept of scientifically-based research, progressed to the idea of evidence-based practice, and then to wisdom-based action.  Scientifically-based research, as defined in No Child Left Behind, includes “…rigorous, systematic, and objective procedures to obtain relevant knowledge” ([NCLB, Title I, Sec. 1208(6)]).  Families and practitioners need to have a way to judge (a) whether the research about a given practice has been carried out using standards of quality for the research, and (b) what the sum of results across all the various research studies (the overall body of evidence) about that practice says about its effectiveness.  Because some studies may contradict each other in terms of results, this is not an easy process.  
Typically, scientifically-based practice refers to those practices that have been tested in studies using randomized control group designs (i.e., randomly assigning individuals or families either to a treatment group or to a control group which does not receive the practice) to determine whether the practice is effective.  Randomized control group research designs are considered by many to be the “gold standard” of “proof” of the efficacy of a specific practice (Nye & Turner, 2007; Snyder, 2006).   Other professional groups, such as the Council of Exceptional Children’s Research Standards Task Force, have established standards of quality for other research designs, such as single-subject and qualitative research (Barantlinger et al., 2005; Horner et al., 2005).  The second step, determining the overall effectiveness of the body of evidence about a practice, requires a synthesis across multiple research studies to determine whether the literature as a whole points to the effectiveness of a practice.  Groups such as the Cochrane Collaborative for health-related practices (www.cochrane.org) and the Campbell Collaborative for education and social services practices (www.campbellcollaboration.org) collect and post systematic reviews of various practices to provide guidance about the quality of the evidence.  Other groups (e.g., Sandelowski, Docherty, & Emden, 1997) provide similar procedures to review qualitative and other non-randomized control group studies to determine the level of scientifically-based evidence.   

In the case of our Early Childhood Family Support CoP, we recognized that scientifically-based knowledge is a key component of the knowledge base that needs to be considered in achieving family quality of life.  However, the actualization of family quality of life involves a much more robust decision-making process than relying on scientific evidence alone.  After all, a key tenet of family support is that it builds on each family’s strengths, is responsive to their needs, honors their cultural values, and is contextualized to their particular family/service system/community considerations.  Thus, it stands to reason that the same treatment package that worked in a randomized control study could not be automatically and fully applied to each and every family because that treatment package was not developed initially to be tailored to a particular family’s multiple considerations.  

Our thinking evolved as we read the work of Buysse and colleagues (Buysse, Wesley, Snyder, & Winton, 2006; Buysse & Wesley, 2006) who define evidence-based practice as a decision-making process integrating the best available research with professional and family wisdom and values.  This definition incorporates scientifically-based research but extends the basis of decision-making to include wisdom from professionals and families, as well as values.  As we resonated with this definition, we began to inquire about how to define and operationalize the concepts of wisdom and values.  We read the literature on wisdom from the positive psychology field that is primarily dominated by the work of Baltes (Baltes, Gluck, & Kunzmann, 2002; Baltes & Staudinger, 2000), who conducted his research with a team in Germany, and Sternberg (2003, 2005) who operated the Pace Center at Yale and now has that same center at Tufts.  The wisdom literature defines wisdom as a process for making sound and balanced judgments, as contrasted to particular content/strategies/preferences.  The strong emphasis in the wisdom literature is on experience-based knowledge as a prime source for making sound decisions.  In reflecting on the Buysse et al. (2006) definition, we came to substitute their use of the term “wisdom” with “experiential insight.”  Thus, we agree very much that families and professionals, individually and collectively, have insights learned through experience that are exceedingly important to consider in making informed decisions, but these insights typically are not at the level of wisdom.  Rather wisdom is the process of integrating knowledge (with credence given to experiential insight) from a variety of sources with key considerations given to one’s own individual situation.  Thus, it is impossible to make a wise decision out-of-context.  Knowledge (research-based, policy, and experiential insight) must be calibrated to values, vision, creativity, and contextual considerations in order to decide what is a wise action in a particular situation.

From our study of the wisdom literature, we define wisdom-based action as:

· Integrating values, vision, creativity, and contextual factors (child, family, service system, and community) with knowledge (from research, policy, and experience);
· leading over time to sound and balanced judgments and actions that enable families to attain the quality of life they desire.
It was important to us to focus on action – not just knowing something but having the motivation and proactivity to implement decisions.  

Wisdom-based action in many ways defines the very essence of adult learning.  Educators are charged with the duty not only to provide knowledge that is grounded in the best available research evidence, but also to instill adult learners with the skills to integrate research with policy and experiential insight, as well as with the values, visions, creativity, and contextual factors related to each individual situation in order to make sound judgments about preferred practices.  The concept of wisdom-based action provides families and professionals with a template for thinking through the complex factors needed to make a practice decision and take action.  However, in order to engage in wisdom-based action, adult learners need a mechanism for locating and synthesizing research, gathering experiential insight from multiple sources and synthesizing it, understanding the requirements of policy (from statutes and case law), integrating the sources of knowledge to identify themes and contradictions, identifying the individual considerations related to each child and family, integrating knowledge with individual considerations, making wise decisions, implementing decisions, modifying implementation as needed, and recycling what has been learned to enhance the wisdom of future decisions.  Some people might say that this process is too complicated; but, the truth of the matter is that we believe that families and practitioners want to make wise decisions and are much more likely to do so when adult learning resources are organized at their fingertips with practical ways to make this process a reality.  The mechanism we propose is a web-based Community of Practice (CoP), which we will describe in the following section.  

 Merger of Communities of Practice and Web 2.0

Communities of Practice
Communities of Practice (CoPs) are defined as “groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis” (Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002, p. 4).  Three key elements are engagement, imagination, and alignment (NASDSE, 2007).  Engagement involves having a collaborative commitment to resolve key issues and problems. Imagination stems from multiple participants contributing their experiential insights in a way that spurs creativity and envisioning new possibilities.  Alignment enables participants to find others with similar points of view and to align individual pursuits toward a more collective goal.  
CoPs have primarily evolved from the field of business (Cox, 2005; Wenger & Snyder, 1999) and are increasingly being used within educational settings in school districts and universities to situate learning within a practice-oriented context (Gunawardena et al., 2004; Hartnell-Young, 2006; O’Donnell & Tobbell, 2007; Zorfass & Rivero, 2005).  Most research to date on CoPs have involved case studies of the implementation process (Dubé, Bourhis, & Jacob, 2005; Johnson, 2001; Sorensen, Takle, & Moser, 2006) and an analysis of conversational discourse within communities (Barab, Kling, & Gray, 2004; Herring, 2004; Kajee, 2005; Koku & Wellman, 2004).  CoPs turn the traditional model of professional development (i.e., an expert imparting knowledge through lecture or writings to passive recipients) on its head.  It captures basic knowledge about adult learning by honoring the knowledge each learner brings to the community, enabling each learner to build upon his or her own experiences, and emphasizing an equal partnership among all members to learn together.   
Web 2.0

Increasingly CoPs are capitalizing on technology in order to provide broad learning networks (Guldberg & Pilkington, 2006; Vaast, 2004).  The emerging literature on Web 2.0 converges with CoPs in providing new and rich opportunities for contextualizing CoPs within a dynamic Web 2.0 environment.  Web 1.0 over the last couple of decades has focused primarily on users visiting websites of “experts” in order to read the content that is presented.  Alternatively, Web 2.0 focuses on websites that offer participation where content is created and co-created by users in a dynamic, collective manner.  Rollett and colleagues (2007) provide this description:  “…providers of Web 2.0 applications can harness collective intelligence (also called the wisdom of the crowds or aggregate knowledge), which mean that through contributions of many people, an overall greater knowledge pool can emerge…” (pp. 4-5).  

For example, BMW made the decision to expand on the expertise of thousands of research and development professionals on its payroll by posting a digital design kit on its website to encourage its car owners to assist them in the design of new features such as their system for GPS navigation.  The BMW corporation received thousands of ideas, incorporated many of them, and decided to host a “virtual innovation agency” on its website for small and medium-sized businesses to submit their ideas with the possibility of establishing an ongoing business partnership (Tapscott & Williams, 2006).

Web 2.0 tools include (Rollett et al., 200X): 

· Blogs – Articles sorted by publication date that are linked by topic so that they can be aggregated (example of a disability news blog can be found at www.patriciaebauer.com). 
· Wiki – Pages can be edited by multiple contributors (examples of scientific wikis include http://species.wikimedia.org/wiki/main_Page and http://usefulchem.wikispaces.com).

· Multimedia content – Videocasts and podcasts can provide content for a variety of adult learning styles.

· Social networks – Opportunities to meet people with shared interests and to engage in collaboration with them through discussion groups, “town hall” meetings, panel discussions, chat rooms, and other forms of group discourse. 
Hannay (2007) provides an overview of Web 2.0 applications for science-related endeavors.

The Early Childhood Family Support CoP

As we have noted, CoPs in general have become an accepted part of adult learning.  Our own efforts to form a face-to-face Early Childhood Family Support (ECFS) CoP are described by Turnbull et al. (2006).  In summary, they included a series of meetings, in which early childhood researchers, policy makers, and family organization leaders met to agree on the need for greater effort related to family supports in early childhood and early intervention.  Through these meetings, we merged research and conceptual frameworks to establish a common terminology, developed a consensus about the need to enhance family support services in early childhood programs, and considered issues related to evidence-based practice.  
The face-to-face ECFS CoP also began to envision an online CoP that would create a context in which all participants – families, practitioners, university faculty, and researchers – are equals to create and co-create knowledge that leads all stakeholders to taking wisdom-based action.  To move the ECFS CoP to the Web 2.0, we purchased specialized software.  Since launching the online ECFS CoP in June 2007, we have experimented with solutions to a number of unforeseen challenges and issues in our efforts to make the site both welcoming and useful to this broad constituency.  To see the CoP in action, visit http://beachcop.beachcenter.org/CommunityBrowser.aspx.  While we undoubtedly have much still to learn, we can share what we have learned thus far about launching and maintaining an online CoP.
Software design and adaptation.  Our experiences in the journey to develop the ECFS CoP are a lesson in experiential insights, since we found ourselves engaged in a steep learning curve.  The first step was the selection of specialized CoP software.  In our case, we selected Tomoye (www.tomoye.com) based on a Department of Defense software evaluation of 127 software applications for CoPs (Cianciolo, Heiden, Preveau, & Psotka, undated).  CoP software is necessary to provide a closed and secure environment for participants, and to enable both discussions and shared posting of documents and other media materials.  Some of the Tomoye features include e-mail notifications of each member’s priority interests, e-mailing posts to non-members, knowledge rating tool, clicking on a member’s profile to be linked to all of the content the member has contributed, digital library, icons that alert readers to the popularity of each item, retiring content to an archive, and metrics that will enable tracking of use and traffic patterns.  The Tomoye program is expensive, but the primary reason we decided to invest in it is that we recognized that we faced a significant learning curve and wanted the support offered by this company.  Like all software products, the Tomoye company is constantly upgrading and improving its software, and projects new features, such as enabling members to respond to a discussion thread directly from e-mail notices, in the future.  Tomoye also provides its own CoP to encourage users of its product to learn from each other.

Despite the quality of the software, we found that there was significant customizing that to be done in order to make the Tomoye platform more attractive and user-friendly. The Tomoye software is deliberately bland “out-of-the-box” so that customers can customize it to fit their specific needs.  We customized the software using what we consider to be more attractive color schemes and fonts.  Finally, just as in a website, photos are integral to the CoP – serving as links to specific topic areas, adding vibrancy and color, and serving as visual proxies for textual information.

Facilitation.  We opened the CoP at the end of June, 2007; and, as of this writing, we have only been at this for 6 months.  During this time, we have 240 members representing the following stakeholder groups (some members cut across two or more groups):  family members, professionals, students, researchers, and policy leaders.  These members are from 39 states and 3 countries.  We have had approximately 2 million hits during this time averaging about 8,000 per day.  The visitors average 14 page views per visit, suggesting that they tend to stay on the site for a period of time.  We have learned that recruiting and supporting the CoP membership requires intensive work.  We are staffed by a full-time facilitator and a research associate who conducts evaluations, works with technical staff on design issues, and supervises student involvement.  Our facilitator sends e-mails to a continuously growing mailing list, describing a “Word of the Week,” intended both to remind current members to go online and to interest potential new members.  The facilitator also needs to provide support and technical assistance to members to help them learn how to navigate the system.  Finally, the facilitator and research associate plan and stage various events on the site to encourage greater interest.  While CoP members initiate their own discussions and communicate among themselves without involvement of the facilitator, we do not imagine that the CoP can function without staff.   

Our initial focus has primarily been on threaded discussions.  To date the Family Support CoP has had 90 discussion threads, 42% on the topic of “Gathering Wisdom” and 14% on the topic of “Talking about Policy.”  Topics have included accessibility issues, acting on rights, transformations related to deriving existential meaning related to disability issues in their lives, increasing success related to birthday party invitations, and messages of support and hope.

We have used two strategies to infuse variety into the threaded discussions – panel discussions and town hall meetings.  Panel discussions include experts who answer questions and respond to content.  For example, our first panel discussion focused on the topic, “When Parents and Schools Disagree – What Next?”  Town hall meetings are structured around a featured person who is an expert who introduces a topic for discussion and is available to facilitate discussions on that topic for one month.  For example, one current town hall meeting was facilitated by Sookyung Shin, a single mother of two children.  Her youngest son has significant developmental disabilities.  Sookyung initially described in a posted interview the process of taking her children on vacation in terms of a number of challenges she faced and creative accommodations she used to enable the vacation to not just be an “ordeal” but rather a pleasurable (in spite of challenges) experience.  Participants joined in this discussion by adding their own experiences and tips for a successful family vacation that included their children with disabilities.  

Next steps.  Thus far in our evolution, our major emphasis has been on the generation on experiential insights from CoP members; thus, we have not given this much emphasis to research-based knowledge and policy.  The next phase will be fuller implementation of the wisdom-based action concept in terms of identifying and synthesizing research-based knowledge, experiential insight, and policy; and then integrating these multiple sources of knowledge with each member’s own individual situation – values, visions, creativity, and contextual factors.  We will also be further incorporating a broad arrange of Web 2.0 technology.  In the next section, we present a conceptual model for such a synthesis.  While we illustrate our thinking based on our own topic (Early Childhood Family Support), we will also emphasize the general applicability of the model for other areas of adult learning. 
Conceptual Model for Family Support CoP


Figure 1 illustrates our conceptual model.  The model has six key components:  (a) Theories, (b) Community of Practice, (c) Knowledge Technologies, (d) Knowledge Creation, (e) Knowledge Engagement, (f) Continuous Improvement, (g) Wisdom-Based Action, and (h) Outcomes.  

Theories provide structure for the CoP platform. The CoP platform, in turn, is the site for the primary activities of Knowledge Creation, Knowledge Engagement, and Continuous Improvement.  These three metaphorical “gears” are in constant motion, showing their interactive nature as they influence each other.  They also both drive and are driven by the Knowledge Technologies that serve as the medium for Knowledge Creation, Knowledge Engagement, and Continuous Improvement.  Optimal output from the CoP is represented as Wisdom-Based Action and Use (i.e., application of the information gained on the CoP), leading to outcomes (enhanced family quality of life).  Results from assessment of Wisdom-Based Action and Outcomes are recycled back into the CoP, specifically through the mechanism of Continuous Improvement, to enhance and change the nature of Knowledge Technologies, Creation, and Engagement.  In the sub-sections below, we present more specific detail about each component of our conceptual model.   

Theories
Around the outer ring of the CoP platform, we highlight four theories that serve as the structural foundation for the CoP:  

· Socio-constructivist theory – Higher-level thinking develops through social interactions with significant people that propel learning far past solo efforts to create solutions to problems (Bowden & Marton, 1998, 2004; Vygotsky, 1978).

· Distributed cognition theory – Drawn from the field of cognitive science, distributed cognition, extends socio-constructivist perspectives through an emphasis on learning moving beyond the restrictions of individual interaction to also include interaction of those individuals with symbolic artifacts, tools, and representations (Hutchins, 1995; Pea, 1993; Salomon, 1993). 

· Wisdom theory – Wisdom theory provides the foundation of our emphasis on wisdom-based action through its emphasis on the value of experiential knowledge and the critical importance of integrating multiple sources of knowledge in a way that contextualizes the knowledge according to each individual situation (Baltes, Gluck, & Kunzmann, 2002; Baltes & Staudinger, 2000; Sternberg, 2003; Sternberg, 2005). 

· Empowerment theory – Empowerment theory addresses processes for gaining mastery/control over challenges through taking action to get what one wants and needs (Cochran, 1992; Rappaport, 1981; Turnbull, Turbiville, & Turnbull, 2000).

Community of Practice  

These four theoretical perspectives shape the platform for our work which is the CoP.  Consistent with the definition we have already described, key CoP principles include (a) providing facilitation that is empowering and that fosters connections, (b) creating a community architecture that offers different levels of participation, (c) delivering value to users by responding to their priority questions and issues, (d) fostering relationships among members, and (e) increasing the likelihood that knowledge will lead to wisdom and, in turn, to action (Gunawardena et al., 2004, Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002).

Knowledge Technologies  

The Knowledge Technologies gear (see Figure 2) represents the vehicles through which knowledge may be simultaneously accessed, created, expanded, used, and evaluated.  It is the most powerful gear because it drives the other elements of the conceptual framework. We are incorporating numerous technologies into our online CoP platform in order to facilitate all activities and outcomes; these technologies include without limitation threaded discussions, multimedia resources, blogs, wikis, web-conferencing, and Skype. Given rapid changes in technology, we will continually incorporate new and/or improved technologies to identify those that will further facilitate the CoP goals. 

Knowledge Creation

We conceptualize Knowledge Creation (see Figure 3) based on our thinking about wisdom-based action, that is, primarily consisting of research-based knowledge, experiential insight, and policy.  Figure 3 depicts how we will infuse the definition of wisdom-based action into knowledge creation by integrating research-based knowledge, experiential insight, and policy.  In Figure 3, we illustrate this process by focusing on three topics on which are the priority content topics at the time we are writing this article – parent rights, parents acting on their rights, families enhancing their well-being, and parents having care coordination for health insurance.  The content topics for knowledge integration will continue to evolve.
Creating access to research.  Regarding access to research, there are a number of practical issues to overcome.  Posting research articles in their entirety is seldom an option in part because of the increasing reluctance by journal publishers to provide copyright releases to post articles on websites.  Further, we have learned from our CoP members, especially family members, that they both feel intimidated with the format of research articles and have little time to read through lengthy materials.  For example, one contributor to a discussion said:  
I need information that is easy to access and understand. Teachers need the same because they are working hard in the classroom and have a family and a life outside of the classroom. They have little time to do research.  As a parent, I am usually looking for what works “right here – right now” and have little time to spare finding, reading and trying to understand research. I also don’t have a lot of funds to use to pay for journal subscriptions and often didn’t know how to find what I was looking for. It also isn’t appealing to use my limited respite time to go the library and look for and read research when my husband and I desperately needed a fun night out.  

Therefore, we have turned to the option of posting 2-3 page Research Highlights for people who want to get to the bottom line without reading the whole article.  Involving students in the creation of these highlights has provided a valuable opportunity for professional development.  For instance, here is a comment from Kathleen Kyzar, a doctoral student at the Beach Center: 

Assisting in the process of making research reviews available to families and practitioners in an interesting format (e.g., in a blog) has been a valuable learning experience. I think that what I will take away from this experience and carry with me throughout my career is that evidence from research should not be reserved for academia; rather, it should be shared with families and practitioners in an accessible format so they might consider it in determining appropriate services for the family.


As we noted earlier, providing access to individual research studies is only the beginning in thinking about available research.  The overall body of research evidence must be evaluated both for the quality of the research and the synthesized “message” across the range of studies completed on a given topic.  We have joined with others who are conducting meta-analyses of quantitative studies (e.g., Singer et al., 2007) and meta-syntheses of qualitative research.  As important as these reports are, however, they are even more difficult and technical for general readers.  Efforts to translate and interpret the meaning of these reviews will become an important part of the effort to provide access to research evidence.  An example of this work is in the Research and Training Center on Evidence Based Practice (http://www.evidencebasedpractices.org/ ).  The Center both conducts reviews and syntheses of available research, and develops products intended for caregivers and practitioners.  In our ECFS CoP, it is our intent both to conduct syntheses of our own on topics specifically related to family support and to provide links to useful materials developed by others. 

Experiential insight.  In our earlier description of our ECFS CoP as it has developed thus far, we mentioned the threaded discussions about various topics, town hall meetings, and panel discussions.  It is our intention to develop summaries of these threads to distill the major themes and insights about each topic.  Just as the research syntheses are summaries of the body of research evidence, so will the narrative analyses provide a synthesis of experiential insights from CoP members.  

In addition to the threaded discussions, a major source of deriving experiential learning is real stories from families and practitioners.  At the time of this writing, there are 10 real stories that were developed in a family course either taught at the Beach Center or taught at Wichita State University by Dr. Linda Mitchell.  The students conducted interviews with families and practitioners and then wrote stories based on the interview transcript.  In some situations, they also collected multimedia “embellishments” of the stories including audio and video interview segment.  This is an excellent example of how students can be involved in building the content of the CoP while simultaneously having a meaningful course-based learning experience.  The value of this effort, which required students to learn more about the “real world” experiences of families and professionals, was summarized by Pam Epley, a doctoral student at the Beach Center:  

I found working on the family stories extremely meaningful from a personal perspective and empowering for the families and providers involved.  There is immense value in integrating and sharing multiple perspectives of these stories.  It not only serves to demonstrate successful parent-professional partnerships, but can bridge the emotional and informational gap that sometimes exists between families who have young children with disabilities and service providers.  Finally, for the providers and families who shared their stories, the students who worked on them, and all those who read them, these stories demonstrate that success is not an end; rather, it is an ongoing process that involves continuous problem solving, learning, and growing. 

In addition to these student-collected stories, one CoP member has contributed her own story as of this writing, and we anticipate that a major source of expanding the real stories in the future will be from CoP member contributions.

 Knowledge Engagement

Knowledge engagement occurs at many levels, and our goal, over time, is to provide at least three levels including (Gunawardena et al., 2006) (see Figure 4): 
· Accessing which enables CoP members to gain the knowledge they need in a time-efficient way and on a no-cost basis through reading or downloading the information provided on the site.

· Contributing involving community members actively participating in creating, using, expanding, and enhancing knowledge through interactions with each other via the knowledge technologies.

· Mentoring involves not only having access to the knowledge but also to the supportive and empowering guidance in a one-to-one relationship from one or more CoP members in order to resolve more complex challenges that require more intensive support.

Currently our options have included accessing and contributing.  As we further develop, we anticipate that, both informally and formally, CoP members will provide mentoring to each other on working toward the implementation, adaptation, and continual refinement of knowledge and problem-solving. There are countless opportunities for students in preservice programs and in ongoing professional development to participate in the CoP as integral parts of their learning experiences.  Table 1 includes opportunities for student engagement related to the three levels of knowledge engagement – accessing, contributing, and mentoring.
Wisdom-Based Action
The squares outside the CoP platform (Figure 1) represent the integrative process for CoP members to acquire research-based, experience-based, and policy knowledge and considering it in light of their own values, vision, and contextual factors (child, family, service system, and community). It is at this point that we envision that knowledge can be transformed into wise decisions for implementation, on-going monitoring, improvement, and ultimately recycling, in the continual quest to hone one’s wisdom (see Figure 4). The Wisdom-Based Action square represents the process of acquiring and applying knowledge in a cyclical problem-solving process with each step being influenced by others (Graham et al., 2006).  Thus an ideal CoP would be one in which members acquire knowledge, calibrate it to their own individual circumstances, make wise decisions, modify those decisions as needed, and return to the community throughout the process to report results, exchange information, and gain further knowledge.  For example, if a member seeks to implement a decision but encounters barriers in the local community, the member can come back, pose questions about the barrier, and seek more knowledge from the community in order to solve this knowledge mobilization challenge. These acquisition and use steps, in turn, lead to the outcomes rectangle which focuses on the CoP’s mission – enhancing family and child quality of life.
At this step the obvious application for adult learning through the CoP is in providing a platform the learners to take information from the CoP, apply it for their own purposes to specific problems, and report results back to the CoP.  Our hope and vision is to develop sufficient expertise so that we are able to organize the CoP in a way that increases the likelihood that families and practitioners will have easy access to the knowledge that they need and that they will have the support and the motivation to take action so that ultimately they are able to contribute to making significant and sustainable quality of life enhancements. 
Continuous Improvement


Arrows from Knowledge Acquisition/Use and Outcomes lead back into the CoP platform and provide the basis for Continuous Improvement (see Figure 1).  Continuous improvement is a critical dimension of CoPs.  We are using a multi-level, mixed-method design for continuous implementation and outcome evaluation and have mechanisms for use of the data gathered through this process to feed directly back into three components of Knowledge Creation, Knowledge Engagement, and Knowledge Technologies.  


Again, there are numerous potential applications for professional development through involving learners in evaluation of the implementation of the CoP.  Students may be involved in a mixed-methods design to assess the usefulness of connections among participants, to assess the quality, organization, and relevance of the content, and to survey the membership to assess satisfaction.  
Conclusion
A bottom-line message of our experience is to embrace opportunities for moving adult learning from the separate learning opportunities provided to professionals, students, families, and researchers and building a CoP.  The CoP’s purpose is to provide an opportunity for people with diverse expertise to merge knowledge from research, policy, and experience into technology-based formats to ultimately support adults to make wise decisions leading to enhanced child and family outcomes at the early childhood level.  It is an exciting metamorphosis to move from classroom conceptions of professional development to community conceptions of adult learning and from Web 1.0 top-down approaches to Web 2.0 synergistic approaches.  The learning curve is significant, but the potential benefits, we believe, are worth the effort.
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Table 1

Opportunities for Student Engagement
	Accessing Knowledge

	· Read threaded discussions, panel discussions, and town hall meeting postings and summarize major themes.

	· Read research articles and link research findings to the experiential insights from threaded discussions.

	· Read real stories and highlight family strengths and needs, as well as what practitioners did that families found to be particularly beneficial.

	· Based on course readings, find examples of experiences that both support and regate major themes.

	· Identify one or more family stories and write different scenarios based on the intensity and quality of family supports that might be provided.

	Contributing

	· Participate in threaded discussions by posing questions, sharing experiences, suggesting research-based strategies, and/or posting multimedia resources/web links.

	· Read the discussion posts and identify key themes.  Based on these themes, develop a strategy sheet and/or conduct a literature review and post the review in the Research Repository.

	· As a class project, conduct a research synthesis and post it in the Research Repository.

	· Engage families in discussions about the type of research that would be most useful to them.

	· Share stories from personal experiences and/or have conversations with families and practitioners in listening to their stories, writing them up, getting their consent, and posting them in the real story repository.

	· Organize a panel discussion or town hall meeting around a topic of relevance to CoP members.

	· Conduct and post web searches of resources tied to discussion themes.

· Start a new blog on a topic of relevance related to family support.

· Create a resource for families and practitioners as a class project and then post it on the CoP as a wiki for further development from CoP members.

· Identify favorite stories now on the CoP and develop pod casts that could be posted on the CoP for download by members.

· Read a news article about disability (see www.patriciaabauer.org for an excellent disability news blog) and write a reaction to it on the CoP inviting others’ perspectives.

	Mentoring

	· As CoP develops, it will likely be possible to match a family member and student and/or a practitioner and student in a one-to-one relationship for the purpose of sharing experiential insights with the student.  In these relationships, we would like to foster opportunities for families to request from students summaries of research-based knowledge that would be particularly helpful to them in making wise decisions.

	· Staff and graduate students who have been heavily involved in the development of the Family Support CoP might be available for mentoring of others who are interested in starting a new CoP.


Figure captions
Figure 1. Family Support CoP conceptual model.

Figure 2. Knowledge creation.

Figure 3. Knowledge technologies and engagement.
Figure 4. Wisdom-based action, outcomes, and continuous improvement.
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