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Development of an Online Community of Practice for International Agriculture Education and Training
Introduction

In many countries throughout the world, and especially in developing nations, there is a growing demand for agriculture educators and trainers who possess the skills and knowledge of contemporary teaching and learning practices. As technology has progressed, online communities of practice have increased in popularity (Stuetzer, Carley, Koehler, and Thiem, 2011). A community of practice is defined as “groups of people who share a concern or passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly” (Lave and Wenger, 1998). 
The Department of Agriculture Leadership and Community Education and the Office of International Research, Education, and Development at (a land-grant institution) have partnered to develop an online community of practice for international agriculture education and training practitioners. The creation of this virtual community allows agriculture educators to collaborate by sharing information, knowledge, and resources, thereby supporting students, local practitioners, and the general public. 
As this community of practice is part of a larger grant project funded by USAID, it will be supported by faculty and staff at (a land grant institution) and will have input from leading agriculture education experts around the world. While many communities of practice encounter great challenges, prior planning will assist in managing and surpassing these boundaries (Bloom & Stein, n.d.; Goodyear, 2011). The objectives of this study were to determine the current needs of the International Agriculture Education and Training community of practice and to determine improvements to the existing community of practice model.
Methodology


The members involved in the International Agriculture Education and Training community of practice participated in separate focus groups by researchers. The focus groups were shown a variety of existing Communities of Practice websites and asked questions regarding what they liked and disliked about the examples (Milwaukee School of Engineering, 2013; National Association of Agriculture Educators, 2013; Northwestern University, 2013; Penn Foster, 2013). Notes were taken during the focus groups and were then transcribed using the Atlas TI Software. Participants were asked to describe various aspects of the community of practice website, including content and layout that were noticeable to them. Additionally, they were asked to provide positive and negative feedback about general attributes that they would prefer while using the online community of practice. The feedback was compiled and categories of negative attributes, positive attributes, and suggestions were created.
Results to Date


It is evident that the International Agriculture Education and Training community of practice requires updates and adjustments, as any technological system will at times. The four overarching categories that were identified from participants were accessibility, content, aesthetics, and layout. Participants used these categories to describe positive attributes, negative attributes, and suggestions they had towards the online community of practice.

Accessibility is a critical component for an online community of practice. Without being able to access necessary content, the community of practice will take longer to progress and develop. Participants discussed various operating systems throughout the world, with the consideration that browsers may differ in another country. Participants had positive feedback when observing tabs on the website that were very helpful for navigation, and using the search tabs and filters for navigation access with the browsers that they were currently using. 
Content is the most significant motivator for joining a community of practice. Since it is an ongoing community of practice, there is additional content being added as the community of practice continues to grow and more members become active. The participants had positive feedback with the resources, contact information, links, and templates that had been given to them through the online source. The “Discussion” tab was also very useful in bringing shared and useful content to the community. Negative feedback from participants included individuals throughout the world being able to relate to certain content in their own local communities, and also discussions in various languages, due to a potential language barrier.

Layout of the online community of practice was considered to be a significant factor to retain membership and increase usage of the site and resources, although there seemed to be negative attributes concerning icons, excessive information on a single page in some areas, and wasted space in others. Other participants enjoyed a simple layout, where content was accessible and not hidden throughout various tabs. 


Aesthetics, while being a minor component, still created difficulties for some participants, especially for individuals with vision problems, different operating systems, or other technical issues. Participants noted that some color schemes were not pleasing and the font size used on some of the online communities of practice was too small. 

Suggestions


One of the major recommendations from the focus groups was for this particular online community of practice to include translations to other languages. As this community of practice is intended for international use, it is necessary to have content translated into various languages, as well as providing applications for other technological resources, such as smart phones and tablets. Access and layout are another area of concern. To assist with the language barriers, it may be useful to use photo icons to represent categories and navigation areas within the website to also improve accessibility. In order to enhance the legitimacy of this practice, quality control must be implemented in order to monitor content throughout the “Discussion” tab. Young professionals in the field should be encouraged to become more involved in this online community of practice to share their thoughts and knowledge, while gathering input from other experts in the field. The use of social media and weekly e-mails may increase the engagement of participants, which coincides with literature recommendations where management, involvement, and commitment are critical in sustaining an online community of practice (Cambridge, Kaplan, & Suter, n.d.; Lee & Valderrama, K., 2003; Loertscher, 2011; Wenger, 2000). The International Agriculture Education and training community of practice will continue to grow and develop in upcoming years with continuous feedback from participants. Without feedback, and participation of members, online communities of practice would not be able to thrive and succeed. 
Resources:

Resources for this particular project were minimal and provided by (land grant university). Researchers utilized pre-existing online resources to use as examples for the participants to view. The ATLAS T.I. software used was provided by the department’s existing resource base. Costs for this project included travel by car to meet with the focus groups and a portion of funding allocated to an existing graduate student stipend for the transcription and coding of the data collected. 
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