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The Transitions RTC aims to  improve the supports for youth and young adults, 
ages 14-30, with serious mental health conditions who are trying to successfully 
complete their schooling and training and move into rewarding work lives. We 
are located at the University of Massachusetts Medical School, Worcester, MA, 
Department of Psychiatry, Center for Mental Health Services Research.  
Visit us at: 

http://labs.umassmed.edu/transitionsRTC/index.htm 
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What is a Community of Practice? 

 

•Definition 

•Examples and outcomes 

•Establishing a CoP 
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What is a Community of Practice? 

 
•CoPs are “groups of people who 
share a concern, a set of problems, 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) 
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What is a Community of Practice? 

 

•Three important characteristics help 
distinguish a CoP from other groups:  

    1. The domain 

    2. The community 

    3. The practice 

 
(Wenger, 1998) 
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What is a Community of Practice? 

 
•A CoP is more informal than a work 
group or task force. 
•Learning communities focus on 
learning, CoPs focus on practice. 

 
 

(Wenger, 1998) 
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What is a Community of Practice? 

 

• The purpose of a work group, task force, or project team is 
to develop and deliver a product or task. Members may 
volunteer or be assigned, and the group disbands when the 
project is completed. 
 

• An informal network serves to collect and share information 
among interested parties who may come and go as their 
needs are met through their participation. 
 

(Wenger & Snyder, 2000, p. 142) 
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What is a Community of Practice? 

 

• The purpose of a CoP is to develop the practice, 
through exchanging knowledge, skills, and 
experiences of the members.   

• Members generally volunteer due to their interest 
in the topic/practice. 

• Identification with the community and the 
practice keeps the group together.  

• The community lasts as long as the members are 
interested in participating. 

 

(Wenger & Snyder, 2000) 
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   Benefits of a Community of Practice 

 

• Provides a new connection for members.  

• Encourages interaction and communication 
among members. 

• Encourages people to collaborate in a 
common venue of shared learning.  

• Provides new knowledge for members to 
apply in other contexts. 

 

(Cambridge & Suter, 2005) 
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   Benefits of a Community of Practice          

 

• CoPs enable practitioners to take collective 
responsibility for managing the knowledge they 
need.  

• Communities can create a direct link between 
learning and performance. 

• Practitioners can address the tacit aspects as well 
as the more explicit and dynamic aspects of 
knowledge creation and sharing. 

• CoPs are not limited by formal structures. 
 

(Wenger, 1998) 
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Examples of CoPs 

 

• Business 
• Xerox 

• Military 
• CompanyCommand.com (U.S. Army) 
• PlatoonLeader.org (U.S. Army) 

• Education 
• TAcommunities.org (OSEP) 
• IDEA Partnership: sharedwork.org (NASDSE) 

• Government/services 
• Rumble Strips (Federal Highway Admin.) 
• First Responders (Dept. Homeland Security) 
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Stages of Development of a CoP 

(Wenger, 1998) 
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 Communicating within a CoP 

• electronic discussion lists 
•  forums/bulletin boards 
•  Web-based meetings 
•  teleconferences 
•  face-to-face meetings 
•  chat rooms 
•  portals 
•  wikis 
•  special software (such as Tomoye, Fusion,  
   e-tipi, SharePoint)  
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How is a CoP established? 

 

• Identify the potential domain and how members 
can work together to grow the practice.  

• Leadership and a champion give credibility and 
attract participation. 

• An infrastructure and support are needed to 
help the community grow (e.g. sponsors, time to 
participate, communication channels). 
 

(Wenger & Snyder, 2000) 
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How to start the CoP 

 

• Clarify the vision, purpose, goals 

• Establish the infrastructure and support 
for communication, such as e-mail, 
discussion groups, other tools for building 
the resources of the community. 

• Identify a launch event and invite 
potential members. At the launch, try to 
identify and agree on initial goals. 

 
(Allen, 2004) 
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 Next Steps 
 

• Ongoing activities – meetings, small group 
activities, with reports communicating to the CoP 
as a whole 

• Members share information, questions, 
resources, drafts. 

• Leaders and sponsors provide needed resources 
to support CoP activities. 

• Evaluate activities and products, identify new or 
modified goals. 

• Identification with the community and the 
practice keeps the group together. 

(Allen, 2004; Wenger & Snyder, 2000) 
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THE NORTHEAST 
MASSACHUSETTS 
COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE  
(MACOPTAYYA)  
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Beginnings: 
 

The RTC mission and  the Department of Mental 

Health champion: 

• Inviting members 

• Breaking down the silos 

• Bridging the age divide 
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 BREAKING DOWN THE SILOS  
 FOR TRANSITION AGE YOUTH 

• Department Mental Health Transition Case Managers 

• Medicaid Carve-Out Insurance Regional Managers 

• Parents and Youth 

• Foster Care and Child Welfare 

• Vocational  rehabilitation 

• Child and Youth Service Provider Agencies 

• Special Education 

• Juvenile Justice  
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BRIDGING THE AGE DIVIDE 
FOR TRANSITION AGE YOUTH  

• Adult vocational rehabilitation 

• Adult mental health service Providers 

• Children and Youth service Providers 

• Special Education 

• Foster Care and Aging Out services 

• Vocational Rehabilitation 
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THE MACOPTAYYA STRUCTURE 

 
• In-person Meetings, refreshments  

• Selection of Leader 

• Involvement of Young Adult  

• On-line Meetings  

• Electronic Meeting Space – E-mails 

• Note keeping, reminders, agenda 

• Formation of Sub-Committees 

• Free discussion and consensus with leadership 

• Donation of personal time 
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MACOPTAYYA PROCESS 

 
 

• Goal Selection  -- Tip Sheets 
 

• Brainstorming – Topics and Content 
 

• Sub-Committees 
 

• Iterative Tip Sheet Development 

   -- Content and Design 
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MACOPTAYYA PROCESS  
Young Adult Feedback 

 
 

• Young Adult Councils in Massachusetts 
 

• Positive and constructive feedback 
 

• Young adult friendly language 
 

• By and for Young Adults 
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MACOPTAYYA PROCESS 

 
• Tip Sheet Celebration 

• Tip Sheet Dissemination 

• Evaluation 

• Attrition and New Members 

• New Goal formulation  
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TTYL: Keeping in Contact  
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My “Must Have” Papers 
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Applying for a Job 
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The Young Adult Perspective 
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• Used Go To Meeting 
 

• Having the opportunity to learn and train 
others on new software 
 

 

 
Experience With Technology 
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Experience with Technology 

• Keeping members informed through 
Wikispaces 
 

• Maintaining website, sharing information 
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Personal Experiences 

 
•  Working with passionate change makers 

– YA view of the “system” 
 

•  Exposure to new organizations and resources 
– Programs eager to spread the wealth 

 

•  Learning “ins and outs” of mental health 
world 
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Importance of Youth Involvement 

• Including the ultimate expert  
 

•  Bring youth voice to the table       
(technology/language) 

 

• Ask don’t assume 
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Where Can You Find our Slides?  

Slides will be posted on RTC website: 

http://labs.umassmed.edu/transitionsRTC/ 
 

Any Questions? 

amanda.costa@umassmed.edu 

marsha.ellison@umassmed.edu 

joann.starks@sedl.org 

 

http://labs.umassmed.edu/transitionsRTC/
mailto:amanda.costa@umassmed.edu
mailto:Marsha.ellison@umassmed.edu
mailto:joann.starks@sedl.org
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