The New York State Forum
IT Skills Development Work Group
Community of Practice

What’s Next in IT Skills Development?
Communities.
An acknowledged gap exists between the current technology skill set and the needs of the 21st century.  This gap widens as senior Information Technology (IT) professionals retire and technology becomes more complex and specialized. This is true across the United States and, specifically, here in New York State.

There are many ways to help the individuals in New York State’s technology workforce develop their skills and progress from novice to master. Vendors offer classes and certifications. Agencies and groups like The NYS Forum provide venues for formal classroom training. But, what about outside the classroom? 
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As we all have experienced, a majority of our knowledge is gained informally, via on-the-job experience and from mentors and peers. Some studies estimate that more than 70% of our knowledge is gained outside formal scheduled classes. However, there are few opportunities offering more informal, INTENTIONAL settings for learning.

There is a proven approach to fostering this informal learning. It is called the Communities of Practice (CoP). The NYS Forum IT Skills Development Work Group wants to leverage the wealth of knowledge available across agencies by developing a simple, repeatable process for establishing self-sustaining Communities of Practice. 

The NYS Forum was founded on this principle that cross-organizational learning was an important asset for New York State.  Over the years it has fostered several successful CoPs such as the Webmasters’ Guild and the Project Management CoP and PMO Roundtable. Many of the workgroups have well attended meetings and vibrant online dialogues. These work groups foster people’s ability to learning from one another. 

There are many groups that would benefit from a systematic way to organize meetings and share knowledge. Starting a CoP is often driven by strong leaders who are knowledgeable and well equipped to initiate a group. They can engage others and sustain the momentum. Many peer groups emerge from formal learning events, but lack a systematic way to keep in touch. The IT Skills Development Work Group believes a Community of Practice starter kit is the best way to foster gathering and knowledge sharing. Our goal is to provide step-by-step guidance to assist growth from initial interest to full fledged involvement. 

We hope you agree and encourage you to help by getting involved. Create a CoP in your interest area. Join our work group and help build the starter kit. Share our vision within your agency. Visit our Web page of resources (https://www.nysforum.org/committees/matrix/) for contact information and further tools that can help close this gap and help our community continue to grow. 

What is a CoP?

We are social beings that have always thrived and flourished in communities. We learn through observation, practice, sharing experiences, reflection and teaching others. Through learning and application we become subject matter experts. We move from interest to apprentice to practitioner to master. The rapid growth of knowledge, complexity and specialization in IT has made achieving mastery increasingly difficult. While the World Wide Web has fostered this complex, specialized knowledge, it can also facilitate people learning from one another. These groups that form to share and further develop specialized knowledge are often called Communities of Practice ( CoP). 
CoP was first coined as a phrase by Jane Lave and Etienne Wenger in 1991 as a network of individuals that form around a common interest, mutual trust and collaboration and whose members are actively engaged in a process of disseminating knowledge and learning from one another in regards to a specific domain (Dewhurst and Navarror 2004).

Wikipedia defines a CoP as “...a collaborative method of social learning” and “a group of people who share an interest, a craft and/or a profession.” The article emphasizes the value of communities of practice in increasing organization performance. It identifies four areas of organizational performance that can be improved through communities of practice:
· Decreasing the learning curve of new employees
· Responding more rapidly to customer needs and inquiries
· Reducing rework and preventing "reinvention of the wheel"
· Spawning new ideas for products and services
The New York State Forum IT Skills Development Work Group (SDWG) sees the development of CoPs as a key to leveraging informal learning in developing the staff of many State Agencies.  These communities promote peer interaction and develop lasting bodies of knowledge.  Examples of successful CoPs include the Webmasters’ Guild, the IT Accessibility Work Group, the Project Management COP, and the newly formed Business Analyst community. 
The goal of this initiative, this starter-kit, is to provide a simple, complete set of tools to support groups that are interested in forming a flourishing community of practice. 
CoP Starter Kit
Table of Contents
We plan to develop a toolkit to help interested groups form Communities of Practice. The following table of contents is the initial set of documents we have discussed for developing this “starter kit.” 

1. Definition of a CoP

2. Is my group ready to become a CoP (interest assessment)?
Preparing to start a CoP

3. Checklist for forming a CoP

4. What makes a good CoP Champion?

5. Finding the right CoP Sponsor

6. CoP Charter

7. CoP Proposal Template
Initiating a CoP

8. Member Roster template

9. Sample letter to manager about involvement on CoP

10. Checklist/Logistics for scheduling an initial meeting

11. Agenda for initial meeting

12. Marketing/Announcement of initial meeting

13. Sample exercises/ice breakers for initial meeting
Sustaining a CoP

14. Checklist for establishing an online forum

15. How to establish an online presence

16. How to develop a mailing list
Assessing the Need for a CoP?

This assessment will help you evaluate the need for a community of practice in your area of specialization. It is designed for administrators and practitioners and provides a clear set of criteria to help “make the case” for building a Community of Practice (CoP). 

Assessing the need for a CoP around _________________________

Completed by _________________________

Date _________________________

1. Is there a skills gap between the capabilities of the individuals and the needs of the organization? On a scale of 1-10, how large is the gap (1=low, 10=high)?

2. Can you clearly state the value of the proposed group? 

(e.g., Improve the awareness of, or practitioner skills, or interaction among expert...)

3. Is there a large distributed population that would benefit from a topic-focused community either within your agency or across many agencies? 

4. For how many years will the need for this specific skill be in demand?

5. Can you name 3-5 enthusiastic individuals who might “anchor” the proposed community?

6. Is there a large body of knowledge on this topic, or in specific departments that can be leveraged by the community?

This form was designed as a self-assessment. Share it with your peers and others who are interested in the topic. If you find that you have identified a need and are prepared to move forward with forming and sustaining a community of practice, please reach out to the IT Skills Development Work Group to discuss your next steps. 
Community of Practice
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