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ABSTRACT
Communities of Practice (CoP) has become an essential tool that brings people together to
share idea; it all about collaborating to make things easier for all members who are
involved in sharing of information available and exchanging of knowledge among the
individual members much that's not yet available to them. Online CoP is widely accepted
learning communities in educational and organizational teaching to provide way in which
different people acquire or disseminate knowledge and information among themselves. It
is clear, the role of several successful online communities enable students and teachers to
share idea or learn their subjects virtually. This research focuses on the roles of such
online communities in improving learning among students who share common interest in
the field of their various studies. The study explored and evaluated the positive and
negative impacts of the use of existing online communities in support of learning as well
as collaboration. The research employed questionnaire in gathering data and formulate
the results for effective usage of such communities.
Keywords: Communities of Practice, knowledge, Information, Online Communities of
Practice, learning

1. Introduction
Knowledge and information dissemination
have become the most important tools for
moving communities forward and sustaining
mutual engagement in to action. As such,
each can be shared and help to magnify an
individual’s capability in idea creation within
and outside the community members. It is
quite clear that, knowledge can effectively
flow through the process of learning among
individuals within a group of people who
share common interest in different areas of
human endeavor. No doubt if we reorganize
learning as the central cardinal point that
changes the way individuals think and
establish sustainable way of life. Although
different perceptions on learning have been
identified Learning is an issue of engaging in
and contributing to the practices of the
communities.
This meant to be an individual’s perception
and the definition identified learning as the
characteristic of practice, but the key issue
of value creation where made clear when
viewed as community’s perception as issue of
refining their practice and ensuring new
generations of members (Wenger, 1998). Of
course it brings changes to our way of life

and also reshapes the way we think and
tackle our problems.
Action Aid (2007) identified Learning “as the
process (the how) through which ideas,
information, beliefs, values and attitudes are
created”. This is a more precise definition
and it highlighted all the key aspects that
bring about the emergence of new generation
of members as identified by Wenger. We can
now understand that learning can only be
effective and successful when essential
teaching is provided or through mutual
collaboration among the individuals within
communities. This can best be achieved
through the development of “Communities of
Practice”.
Wenger (1998), pointed out that; individuals
belong to one or more communities of
practice either at home, at work, at schools,
or our hobbies and in fact, a community of
practice is everywhere. Although the words
‘‘community’’ and ‘‘practice’’ evoke
common images, Wenger has particular
definitions of these terms, giving the phrase
‘‘community of practice’’ a distinctive
meaning. Understanding the domain
“Community of Practice” require clear
understanding of the terms “community” and
“Practice”, Riel and Polin (2004)
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defined community as “Multigenerational
group of people, at work or play, whose
identities are defined in large part by the
roles they play and relationships they share
in that group activity”. A practice, for
example, needs not be framed as the work
and skill of a particular practitioner. Rather,
a practice consists of those things that
individual in a community do, drawing on
available resources, to further a set of shared
goals that can sustain mutual engagement in
to action.
Community has become an obligatory
appendage to every educational innovation,
members engage in join activities and
discussion to help each other and build
relationships that enable them learn from
each other.
Focusing on the different perception about
the term, various meaning of the
communities of practice has been identified.
Brad (2001) sees communities of practice as
“A network of individuals with a common,
shared purpose grouped together to facilitate
knowledge building, idea creation and
information exchange”. This is quite similar
to the definition suggested by Wenger (2002)
who identified it as group of people who
share a concern, a set of problems, or a
passion about a topic, and who deepen their
knowledge and expertise in this area by
interacting on an ongoing basis.
Lesser and Storck (2001) view communities of
practice as a group whose members regularly
engage in sharing and learning based on their
common interest. This definition elaborated
the true focus of communities of practice
being a regular engagement in sharing and
learning that bring sustainability in idea
creation and help to develop effective
learning processes which can be utilized. But
going by the more specific and clear
definition by Fulton and Riel (2005) where
they view communities of practice as
learning communities such that, they defined
as a group of people who share a common
interest in a topic or area, a particular form
of discourse about their phenomena, tools
and sense-making approaches for building
collaborative knowledge, and valued
activities. We can understand that individuals
in the learning communities have a share to
contribute or a role to play such as, a
resource member or a learner, or coordinator
in order to learn new skills or propagate

knowledge. This also elaborated that, there
is constant flow of knowledge between
different members of the communities of
practice that will lead to the creation of new
generation of members.
1.1 Online Community of Practice
Communities of practice can be physically
located, locally networked (e.g., within a
company via an Intranet), virtual (i.e.,
networked across distance) or, as often
happens, a combination of these. Originally
the term communities of Practice was used
widely to include almost any community that
came together to discuss a specific topic;
they included business, education, health
communities and others (Preece, 2004).
The growth of the Internet and the World
Wide Web in the last 20 years has greatly
enhanced the development of communities
online. Leary and Fontainha (2007) define
virtual community of practice as “a network
of individuals who share a domain of interest
about which they communicate online”.
People now participate in online communities
to share their expertise, experiences and
knowledge. Some of these communities are
considered as online communities of practice
(Wenger, et al., 2002). Of course such
communication helps in the improvement of
the knowledge of each participant in the
community and contributes towards the
development of knowledge within the domain.
Moreover, understanding the design of online
communities of practice requires
understanding the difference between the
online and the traditional (co-located) CoPs.
We realized that to design online
communities, it must be supported by
technology and also involved an
understanding of the social, pedagogical, and
organizational issues in the profession, as
well as the objectives of ongoing professional
discourse (Schlager, Fusco, and Schank, 2002).
Several successful online communities are in
existence and play substantial roles in
knowledge building among people who are
geographically unconnected with different
social, cultural background. Common
example of such online community is the
“Knowledge management for development
(KM4DEV)” which is a community of expertise
whose are interested in knowledge sharing
and management among the interested
members who share domain of common
interest within the community.
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1.2 Research Questions
1. What types of on-line tools
would enable a geographically
disconnected or connected people to
build a thriving exchange of
knowledge and ideas in their field of
studies?
2. What are the requirements
needed for the on-line tools to enable
intended users participate fully in
sharing knowledge among themselves?
3. What are the positive and
negative benefits of such online tools
in pursuit knowledge and information
sharing?

1.3 Objectives of the research
In a nutshell, the objectives of this research
are:

1. To assess the level of usage of online
communities among the students of
Federal University Dutse.

2. To examine the positive and negative
impacts for such online communities
in knowledge and information sharing
among the students.

3. To suggest possible ways for proper
utilization of such communities
among students in their quest for
knowledge and information sharing.

2.0 Methodology
This section provides an elaboration on
suitable research methods employed and it
will begin by providing a brief explanation of
the methodologies to justify the choice of
the research methods. Opinions have been
captured from the clients of different level
of expertise such as teachers and students
and the data have been analyzed in the
subsequent chapters to determine the
functionalities or services delivered by the
online community.
For many years, several successful online
communities of practice have been
developed and variety of methods and styles
of conducting research have been used, the
choice of the methods depend on the nature
of the research questions that have needed
to be answered. It is quite clear that, each
research question requires one strategy to
tackle it and there is no universally accepted
method of approaching entire problems.
It is generally believed that, research in to a
topic such as online communities of practice
should be both rigorous and relevant,
although different communities of practice

have different research questions and
approaches to tackle it (Oates, 2006).
Several research strategies are in existence
to help conduct essential research and are
varied based on the context of the research
as well as mode of data generation, they
have come to be generally classified as
quantitative or qualitative.
Quantitative research methods were initially
developed to study natural phenomena in
natural sciences such methods include survey,
experiment, formal and numerical methods,
etc. It is clear that, the quantitative data is
usually numeric example; for number of
websites hits, number of employees, etc.
While on the other hand, qualitative methods
were developed to enable researchers to
study social and cultural phenomena. Such
methods include action research, case study,
ethnography as well as design and creation.
Qualitative data is generally not numeric but
things such as words, images, sound, etc.
2.1 Data Collection
It clear that, methods of data collection may
vary from one research strategy to another
depending on the nature of the research
questions needed to be answered and more
than one method can be employed in a
research strategy. Qualitative data
generation methods include interviews,
observations, and document.
Therefore, the choice of the research
methods depend on the nature of the
research questions to be answered. This
research focused on the impacts of methods
of communication that will enable people
whose locations are geographically connected
or disconnected to share ideas on their area
of common interest.
The research questions addressed the
following question

1. What types of on-line tools
would enable a geographically
disconnected or connected people to
build a thriving exchange of
knowledge and ideas in their field of
studies?
2. What are the requirements
needed for the on-line tools to enable
intended users participate fully in
sharing knowledge among themselves?
3. What are the positive and
negative benefits of such online tools
in pursuit knowledge and information
sharing?
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To help answered the emerged questions;
essential researches methods have been
employed to provide solution and achieve the
target goals.
In this research, quantitative method may be
the best choice since it involves analysis on
impacts of online communities of practice
knowledge and information sharing.
To answer the stated research question
above, it is very important to consider the
data collection mechanism, its source and
type. The following techniques of data
collection have been employed:-
Questionnaire
Another tool that helped gather data from
the intended users of the online community
and questionnaire is easy and effective
choice because it allow the clients to express
the nature of the online tools that will enable
them share knowledge in the domain of
common interest. It can be define as a
“Research instrument consisting of a series of
questions and other prompts for the purpose
of gathering information from respondents”
(Wikipedia, 2009)
Although questionnaire consists of number of
questions that the respondent has to answer
in a sequence format, this research employed
two distinct types of questionnaire, the open-
ended and closed-ended questionnaire. An
open-ended question enabled the intended
users of the online community and express
their views or the services needed to deliver
by the online community, also closed-ended
question have been incorporated and enabled

the respondent chooses an answer from a
given number of options.

2.2 Data Analysis
This research employed quantitative data
collection techniques. The data collected
from the questionnaire were analyzed in the
subsequent sections, the section concluded
with discussion of the findings or key issues
arose as a result of this study.
In the questionnaire presented to the
students, several open-ended questions were
included in order to get the students
suggestion, comments and opinions about the
type of online communities that enabled
them share knowledge and information and
relevant functions that they may perceive as
useful and it also obtained the views of the
students about positive and negative impacts
about such communities; the answers were
then analyzed below.
Questionnaire was distributed to
undergraduate students in the Federal
University Dutse, a total of 50 students
responded, 75% male and 25% female, this
represents participation of both the gender in
the research.
Though, Male respondents are the majority
and this can either be interpreted as female
doesn’t share knowledge in online community
the way male do or less number of them has
an interest on such online tools to share with
others. The chart below indicated gender
representation.

Figure 2.1 – Gender Representation
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Online communities’ involvement
One of the important issues about online
communities of practice is members’
participation or involvement to share
knowledge. This concurs with what brad
(2001) identified as communities of practice:
“a network of individuals with a common,
shared purpose grouped together to facilitate

knowledge building, idea creation and
information
exchange”. In their responses to the question
of involvement of the online communities to
share ideas with others in the field of
common interests, 78.9% of the respondents
used online communities to share knowledge
while 21.1% didn’t use such tools for sharing
knowledge.

Figure 2.2 – Online Communities Involvement

this shows that, majority of the respondents
come together to share knowledge in an
online communities regardless of gender so
as to improve idea creation and information
exchange among themselves. They also
realized the benefits of online communities
as the tools that enable them to collaborate
with expertise of different level of
knowledge and experiences who are
geographically connected or disconnected to
share in a virtual world.

Online communities used
The online communities allows members to
communicate using several available tools
that are in existence such email, discussion
forum, facebook etc. in this research,
majority of the respondents (65%) used
facebook, 10% used email, 10% used
discussion forum and 15% of the people
involved recognized other online
communities as their primary tools that
enable them share information with other in
the domain of common interest, due to their
simplicity, flexibility and easy to use as
suggested by the many of the respondents.

Figure 2.3 – Communities used
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Perceived usefulness
Data collected shows that, 50% of the
respondents engaged in communication like

chatting and other forms of social activities
and also not fewer than 50% engage in
learning and knowledge sharing.

Figure 2.4 – perceived usefulness

Knowledge sharing relevance
This research found that, 100% of the
respondents agreed that, online communities
are very important and relevant in knowledge
and information sharing.
Ease of use and Satisfaction
It clear that, collected data shows 95% of the
respondents agreed, the tools are quite easy
to used and it allows for a huge variety of
opinion and experience to be sought very
easily.
Open-ended questions
Apart from the closed – ended questions,
several open – ended questions have been
included to provide various insights as well as
suggestions for improvements and variety of
responses have been received from
respondents. Some respondents described the
tools as easy to use, has organized

information manner, user-friendly and enable
user to personalize information for privacy
and security.
Some people who participated in the
questionnaire pointed out, the tools enabled
them share ideas, communicate different
techniques to solve their problems. This tally
with some of the responses from the closed –
ended questions analyzed above. In fact, it
made collaboration and communication
easier among of members of the community.
It is clear that, data collected from the
respondents shows the problems and
inconveniences experienced from the use of
online communities tools that needs to be
address when building the communities so
that to meet the client satisfaction. Some of
the problems are tabulated below

Table 2.1 – perceived impacts

S/N Perceived Positive Impacts Perceived Negative Impacts

1. It is very easy to use Time Consuming

2. It is fast and simple to access
information

Information can be unreliable

3. It enable me to have wider resources
in my field

People usually reply after a long time.

4. It is easy to access all contents Advertisement Banners

5. It is convenient to use Unnecessary Notifications

6. It drive you away from knowledge sharing to
social interactions

7. Unethical information
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Research shows that, active participation is
an important characteristic of online
communities of practice identified by
Whittaker and Isaacs & O’Day (1997) as:
“Members engage in active participation and
they have mutual interactions, strong
emotional ties and shared activities occurring
among themselves“. Our data revealed some
of the problems mention above may lead to
drive students away from knowledge and
information sharing to other unethical social
interactions and as well proper utilization of
the positive impacts may improve mutual
collaboration and access to resources in
online communities as remarks by one of the
respondents
“It enable me access wider and reach
resources in my field of study”.
3.0 Results and Discussion
In this section of this study, the extents to
which online communities of practice have
been used to support sharing knowledge are
investigated. In light of these investigations,
we determined the roles of existing online
communities for supporting collaborative
learning especially in a domain of common
interest in federal university dutse.
Data analysis supports the fact that online
communities have been accepted as an
appropriate tool for collaboration. Members
of such online communities do see the value
and benefits of using the tools for improving
their knowledge. The perceived usefulness of
communities is a good indicator of this fact.
Our findings also indicated that members are
willing and motivated to share knowledge in
online communities. From the data collected
and comments received in both open-ended
and closed-ended questionnaire, it was
encouraging about the level of usage. This is
even when the majority of the students
involved in the survey have experience about
sharing knowledge and information exchange
in an online communities.
One of the most common interesting finding
that peoples involved like about the online
tools was its ease of use. indeed, it is very
encouraging as it implies that, even the
minimum features of the tools possessed was
enough to enabled them share knowledge.
Data collected shows an interesting finding of
this study which is the usage level of the
online tools. In fact, it reached the extent
that expertise who are geographically
connected or disconnected survive on those

communities to communicates and share
knowledge.
Although the most common reason for using
online communities was for sharing
knowledge and information exchange.
However, some respondents considered it as
communication tools to keep in touch with
friends and family and it was encouraging to
see that majority of the people have an
experience about using such tools in one way
or the other.
Many respondents complained about some
problems associated with those online
communities that need to be address in order
to strengthen their capabilities. Numerous
advertisements popup when using the tools is
one of those problems as remarked by one of
the respondents such as numerous public
advertisements.
In this research, data collected shows
students participated in the survey preferred
using facebook tool followed by discussion
board and email in sharing knowledge, but
still have many shortcoming apart from
public advertisements that needs proper
attention such as limits on file attachment,
one dimensional communication media, spam
messages etc.
As a results, the information can be
unreliable sometime and hard to search
through the bulk messages and pick the
relevant and reliable ones. Improvement on
such functionalities is needed in order to
address the above mention problems or
additional functionalities are required so as
to tackle their shortcomings. Likewise,
discussion forums provide important medium
for sharing knowledge among many members
of the online communities.
A record of the discussions is kept and
member can refer to it for reflecting on what
they have learnt. Though our research show
discussions can be blended as pointed out by
one of the respondent.
Despite the significance of facebook and
discussion board in sharing knowledge, its
shortcomings are also important to be
consider for the development of effective
communities, In facts, several views and
opinions from our data shows, these tools
consume a lots of time, tiring and may drive
you away from knowledge sharing to other
unethical social interactions and in turns may
negatively affect knowledge sharing in online
communities.

Haruna et al.

Dutse Journal of Pure and Applied Sciences 1(2) December 2015 pp 106 - 113

112



It is clear that, the flexibility of the online
tools is determine by its simplicity, hence
tools requires for effective collaboration
should be quite easy enough to be use by
both novice and old timer members of the
online community.

4.0 Conclusion and Recommendations
Online communities of practice require time
and effort in not only sharing knowledge and
information, but also extensive reviews of
the literature have been conducted in order
to have an understanding of virtual learning
tools (VLT). In facts, positive and negative
impacts have been thoroughly investigated
and this research recommended proper ways
of improving knowledge and information
sharing among students of the Federal
University Dutse, Jigawa.

This study analyzed data gathered from
questionnaire and findings have been
discussed and come up with following
recommendations:-

1. The University should encourage
students to continue making use of
available online communities of
practice in the pursuit knowledge and
information sharing.

2. The students need to be guided on
how use the communities properly.

3. The students should be discouraged
for engaging in unethical discussions
in an online community through
monitoring of discussion threads.

4. The university should encourage
students to create groups based on
field of common interest in such
online communities
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