
Building the NH Employment 
Community of Practice

Sustaining and Growing the Work of 
the Granite State Employment Project

January 6, 2011



What is a Community of 
Practice?

A Community of Practice (CoP) is a group of 
people who share a concern, a set of 
problems or a passion about a topic, and who 
deepen their understanding and knowledge of 
this area by interacting on an ongoing basis.  

(Etienne Wenger et.al., 2002)
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Knowledge Management (KM):  
The New Focus on Information and Experience

“Knowledge is an 
asset to be managed 
like other assets”

Etienne Wenger
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Communities of Practice: The Evolution of 
Knowledge Management

• Knowledge resides with 
those who do the work

• To achieve results, leaders 
need to partner with and 
support those who are 
closest to the work.

• Real change requires that 
leaders and workers build  
a shared sense of purpose 
around the change
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What are Communities of Practice?

A way of  working
• Involving those who do 

shared work
• Involving  those who share 

issues
• Always asking “who isn’t 

here?”

A way of  learning
• To create new knowledge 

grounded in ‘doing the 
work’

• With those who can 
advocate for and make 
change
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We Need  A New Way of Working

• We have a  ‘knowing’
and ‘doing’ gap.

• We need to move 
promising strategies to 
scale. 

• Contemporary problems 
are complex and 
interrelated.  There are 
no simple solutions.

• We have a need for 
security during change.
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Absolute and rigid constraints

Substantial
constraints

Flexible
constraints

Illusory constraints
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Two-Way Learning
Communicating to 
Learn What Works

LOCAL
TO

STATE

STATE
TO

LOCAL
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Why Are Communities of Value?

• Provide the support that 
individuals need

• Respect the expertise that 
individuals bring

• Recognize the differences in the 
settings where people do their 
work

• Seek commonality within differing 
viewpoints

• Unite individuals in action

• Focus on learning

• Use learning to transform practice
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How Do Communities Make a Difference?

• Use the natural bonds 
between people who do 
common work

• Maintain communication 
that strengthens natural 
bonds

• Keep community members 
focused on outcomes

• Use the community status to 
bring attention to issues

• Use the community status to 
engage the people who can 
help move the issues

• Move change to the 
‘Tipping Point’
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The Shift:  
From Isolated, Single Agency Activities to 

Cross-Systems Efforts

Professional Development

Policy & Regulation Development

Strategic Planning

Service Delivery System

Data Collection

Program Initiatives
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Leading Through Communities 
of Practice

• Leading through Shared Messages

• Leading with Leverage

• Leading by Convening
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Characteristics of an IDEA Partnership 
Community of Practice

• Non-hierarchical and voluntary
• Seeks full stakeholder representation
• Groups of people united by a shared passion, issues(s) or 

experiences
• Convenes on a regular basis
• Focuses on relationships and outcomes
• Organic in its development
• Always asking who is missing
• Open to all perspectives
• Works collaboratively to share, plan and take action
• Finds ways to connect the work at the local, state and 

national level
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Pause and Reflect
Think, Pair, Share

• What questions do you have about the 
Communities of Practice approach ? 

• Looking at Slide 12 “Characteristics of an IDEA 
Partnership Community of Practice”, what 
differences do you see between IDEA Partnership 
CoP characteristics and typical committees, task 
forces, advisory councils?
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State Communities of Practice: 
Partners in Shared Work

• Sustaining gains through
• Leadership Changes
• Diminishing Financial Resources
• Focus on Compliance and Accountability
• Evolving Agency Priorities

• Creating connections to new networks
• State agencies and councils
• Local schools and agency services
• State professional organizations
• State non-profit organizations
• Colleges/universities
• Families
• Youth
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Agencies and Stakeholders as Partners in 
Improving Employment Opportunities

• Who else is interested in this issue and why?

• What efforts are underway separately to address the 
work?

• How can we build new connections?

• What real work goal could unite us?
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Pause and Reflect

• What are examples of shared messages that would 
convey the work of the NHECoP?
(Leading through Shared Messages)

• What can the NHECoP accomplish together that 
no one agency or organization can do alone? 
(Leading with Leverage)

• What ideas do you have about inviting other 
voices into the work of the NHECoP?
(Leading by Convening)



How Will We Know That We Are 
Successful?

• Developing a Mission Statement
• Establishing Priorities
• Determining Outcomes
• Developing Strategies
• Tracking and Evaluating the Work
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