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ABSTRACT

Thepurposeofthisresearchstudywastoexplorehowamultigenerationalcommunityofpractice
(CoP)atapublicurbanuniversitymayprovidedoctoralstudentsthespaceandthesupportneeded
toexploreanddeveloptheirprofessionalidentitiesandfindtheirscholarlyvoices.Thesecondaimof
thisstudywastoexaminehowtheentityoftheCoPitselfevolvedovertime.Sociallearningtheory
andgenerationaltheoryprovidedtheframeworktointerpretthedata.Throughanalysisofcollective
autoethnographicjournals,threeprimarythemesemerged:1)psychologicalsafetyandtrust;2)diverse
expectationsbecamesharedinterests;and3)theuniqueandsharedexperiencesoftheCoPmembers.

KEywoRDS
Autoethnography, Communities of Practice, Community of Practice, Intergenerational Learning, Multigenerational 
Learning, Transgenerational Learning

INTRoDUCTIoN

ACommunityofPractice(CoP)isagrouptypicallyorganizedbypersonswhosharemutualinterests
orconcernsonsomekeytopics(Wenger,1999).OncetheCoPforms,Hansman(2001,2014)suggests
thatknowledgeisdevelopedandsharedamongandwithmembersthroughinteractionsandcollective
experiencesasmembersreflectuponandnegotiatemeaningabouttheirlearning.Inthecontextof
highereducation,communitiesofpractice(CoPs)mayprovidegraduatestudents,particularlydoctoral
students,thespacetoexploreanddeveloptheirprofessionalidentitiesandfindtheirscholarlyvoices
(Coffman,Putnam,Adkisson,Kriner,&Monaghan,2016;Olszewski,Znamenak,Paoletta,Selker,
Pontikos,&Hansman,2018).However,littleisunderstoodabouttheprocessofhowthesecommunities
allowspaceformemberstolearnfromandwitheachother,andfurther,howthesecommunitiesdevelop
asasingleentity(Smith,Hayes,&Shea,2017).Moreover,sincegraduatestudentCoPmembers
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mayspanseveralgenerations,itisimportanttounderstandnotonlymultigenerationallearningbut
alsointergenerationalpersonalandprofessionaldevelopment(Boysen,Daste,&Northern,2016).
Therefore,thepurposeofthisresearchstudywastoexpandontheinitialfindingsofapilotstudy
ofamultigenerationalCoPatapublicurbanuniversity(Olszewskietal.,2018)tobetterexplorethe
learninganddevelopmentthattookplace,focusingoneachCoPmembers’processesoflearningand
developingprofessionalidentity,aswellastheevolutionoftheCoPitself.

LITERATURE REVIEw

Communities of Practice (CoPs)
FoundationaltoCoPsissituatedlearning.LaveandWenger(1991)describedsituatedlearning
as a process whereby individuals participate, to varying degrees, in a group where shared
practices,whattheydescribeaslegitimateperipheralparticipation,arecentraltotheirlearning
anddevelopment.Socialinteractionformsthebasisofacommonbondthathelpstoestablisha
groupidentityandasenseofsharedvaluetothelearningthatoccurswithinthegroup(Gauthier,
2016).Communitiesofpracticeare typically“formedbypeoplewhoengage inaprocessof
collective learning inashareddomainofhumanendeavour...[and they]shareaconcernora
passionforsomethingtheydoandlearnhowtodoitbetterastheyinteractregularly”(Wenger-
Trayner&Wenger-Trayner,2015,p.1).

CoPsaresociallyconstructedlearningspaces,centeredonasharedinterest,whereinteractive
relationshipsenablethememberstolearnfromeachotherandwherememberscareabouttheopinions
regardingeachother(Farnsworth,Kleanthous,&Wenger-Trayner,2016).Withinacommunityof
practice,peoplealsodevelop,negotiate,andsharepersonalwaysofunderstandingtheworld;they
experienceaformofsociallearning(Gauthier,2016).CoPsaremorethanjustagroupofpeople
workingtogetheronatask;rather“itreferstoasocialprocessofnegotiatingcompetenceinadomain
overtime”(Farnsworthetal.,2016,p.5).OtherkeycharacteristicsthatmakeCoPsdifferentfrom
traditionallearninggroupsaretheirorganicnatureandtheopportunityforindividualstobeself-
directedwhileparticipatinginacollaborative learningprocess(Hansman,2001,2014).Wenger-
TraynerandWenger-Trayner(2015)highlightedthatgroupsofpeopleinaCoPshareaconcernora
passionandlearnhowtodoitbetterthroughregularinteraction.

HoadleyandKilner(2005)extendedWenger’sworkbyoutliningfourkeypracticesrelatedto
thecommunity’spurpose:connection,conversation,explorationofcontext,anddocumentationof
content.Professionalidentityisthecollectionofattributes,beliefs,values,motives,andexperiences
resultingfrompersonalandcollectivereflection(Ibarra,1999).P.ACoPmayalsoassistmembers
withprofessionalidentitydevelopmentbyallowingthespaceformemberstocollectivelyexplore
andreflect(Coffmanet.al,2016).Thesecommonoruncommoncharacteristicsinfluencelearning
withinaCoP,aswellasthedevelopmentoftheCoPitself.

Generational Complexities
Agenerationisdefinedas,“aseriesofbirthcohortswhoshareacommonlocationinhistoryand
commonpeerpersona that reflects a collective identity” (Lowery,2001,p.7).Thegenerational
groups’birthyearsaredefined,althoughsomewhatfluid.However,forthefirsttimeinhistory,our
societyhasfivegenerationsofadultsliving,working,andlearningtogether(Darby&Morrell,2019).
Figure1displaysgenerationalbirthyearsandcharacteristics.

TheCoPisnotimmunetothechangesthatcomewiththismulti-generationalsocietyandthe
manyissuesthatarisefromthediversityofagesandlearningstyles.Thevaluesandbeliefsystems
ofeachgenerationrepresentedcanbewide-ranging,withuniquemotivatingfactors.Evenwiththe
uniquenessofeachindividual,therearecertainbehaviorswhichcanbeattributedtogenerational
groupsasawhole.
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