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Abstract 

 

The educational approach views the community of practice as a community of 

teachers and students who share common rules and values, information and 

experiences through dialogue and collaboration.  

 

Three doctoral theses are in progress at the University of Athens which study the 

possibilities of creating a community of practice in three different educational 

institutions: a Centre of Environmental Education (KPE), a primary school and a 

nursery school. The prospect of developing a community of practice in the 

institutions was considered in the context of the vision and the principles of 

sustainability and the Education for the Environment and the Sustainability.  

 

We have chosen action research as the most appropriate methodology for our 

studies as we believe that its characteristics cohere with the philosophy of the 

community of practice.  

 

The first study focuses on the possibilities of creating a community of practice in a 

KPE. Teachers from different classes and subjects interact with each other, 

exchange views, facilitate relationships and build trust by participating in common 

activities. 

 

The second study focuses on the possibilities of creating a community of practice in a 

primary school. Students interact and collaborate with their colleagues, teachers 

and the other members of the school’s staff by actively participating.  

 

The last study focuses on the possibilities of creating a community of practice in a 

nursery school. Students, teachers and parents collaborate and interact with each 

other, share values, beliefs and ways of doing things by engaging in real actions and 

creating powerful learning environments.  

 

All the people who got involved in the studies (teachers, students, parents and we as 

facilitators) were not accustomed to the idea that learning involves a process of 

participation in a community of practice. Although those difficulties emerged during 

the studies, we all agree on the crucial role of values such as collaboration, 

communication, relationship building and identity in the educational institutions. 

 

Key words: educational learning organization, community of practice, action 

research, sustainability. 
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Introduction 

 

In the context of the principles and philosophy of Environmental Education and 

Sustainability (EES) (Flogaitis 2006), three doctoral theses have been planned and are 

currently in progress. These theses form part of the Centre of Research, Study & 

Implementation of Environmental Education’s (KEMEPE) research activity, which 

operates in the Faculty of Early Childhood Education (TEAPI) of the University of 

Athens under the direction of Professor Evgenia Flogaitis.  

 

All three theses seek to investigate how an educational institution draws inspiration 

from the vision of sustainability and attempts to incorporate the values of 

sustainability in its daily structures and functions. These theses focus on three 

different educational institutions: a Centre of Environmental Education (KPE), a 

primary school and a nursery school. 

 

Considering the concept and prospect of a sustainable school, we believe that in order 

for the schools to become significant factors for broader changes in the society in the 

spirit of sustainability, at first it is essential that they themselves become the object of 

that change (Orr 1992, Sterling 1996, 2002, Uzell 1999). Our approach views each 

educational institution as a dynamic system that seeks to incorporate the principles of 

sustainable development on the basis of the overall culture that it expresses (Jensen 

2005).  The main goal is the overall reconstruction of the educational institution 

where the school, through an investigative, contemplative, self-reflective and critical 

process, works as a whole in order to reprocess and change its culture (Gough 2005). 

The application of this holistic approach (“whole school approach”) (Jensen 2005) is 

based on the assumption that sustainability can  penetrate all levels of the school’s 

function, namely at educational, social/ organizational and technical/ economic level 

(Ali Khan 1996, Posch 1998, Flogaiti & Daskolia 2004).  

 

Thus the sustainable school refers to a school that lays the foundations for broader 

educational changes within the spirit of sustainability, while at the same time it 

functions as a learning organization that learns and develops through time and space, 

encouraging the involvement of all participants in the educational process and their 

activity in learning communities as well as communities of practice. The prospect of 

creating learning communities and communities of practice and studying the factors 

which influence their function was the main cause for thought in the three doctoral 

theses.  

 

Catalytic role for the development and prospect of our research effort plays the 

selection of the Action Research (AR) as a research method which should allow open, 

interactive and equal communication with the involvement of all participants in the 

educational process. 

 

The concept of educational learning organization and community of practice 

 

The concept of a learning organization emerged at the end of the 20
th

 century, as the 

contemporary needs of enterprises, initially, demanded that the employees develop 

skills such as communication, collaboration, swift response to challenges and 

undertaking of initiatives in order to be able to incorporate change, both at individual 

and at organizational level. The term “Learning organizations” became known by 
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Senge in 1990 and since then one can find various related definitions in the 

bibliography.  

 

According to Senge (1990) learning organization means an organization where people 

continuously develop their ability to produce the results they truly wish, where new 

models of thought are cultivated, the collective ambition is set free and people 

continuously learn to jointly cope with the situations. 

 

Leithwood and his associates (1995) state that a learning organization consists of a 

group of people who share common, individual and collective goals and commit 

collectively to revise and modify them when appropriate, while at the same time 

developing efficient and satisfactory methods for accomplishing these goals. Pelling 

et al. (2008), define the learning organization as a collectivity that maintains, but at 

the same time negotiates the institutions’ rules, which are dictated by the prevailing 

social conditions (Boyd et al 2010). In other works he clarifies that, to a certain 

extent, it is the organization that determines the framework in which it will act. 

Besides, its readiness and success depends on its ability to design itself as a learning 

system within a broader context, even in conditions of crisis (Wenger 2000, Wang 

2008). Wang (2008) stresses that the organization's culture is a decisive factor to how 

the organization will react and respond to the crisis. However, Natercio (2001) argues 

that all this effort is extremely difficult, since people within an organization have 

different schedules and strong, distinct individual strategies, which means that 

organizations do not always have people who are ready for dialogue and cooperation. 

 

School is a special case of a learning organization and a considerable number of 

scientists have argued that educational institutions must become learning 

organizations (Fullan 1993, Leithwood and Louis, 1998, Mitchell and Sackney, 2000).  

For an educational institution to transform into a learning organization it must be open 

to innovation and organize activities that promote the professional development of 

educators, in order to be able to respond flexibly to the changes that occur in the 

society (Lipton and Melamede, 1997).  The term “learning organization” is therefore 

used to describe the school’s function as a community that, as a dynamic system, is 

able to organize itself, to transform and develop through an internal process (Senge 

1990, Dalin 1993, Dufour 1997, 2004, Scribner et al 1999, Coppieters 2005, Pedler et 

al 1991). The school’s function as a learning organization can be accomplished when 

it relies on cooperation, interaction and reflective dialogue that is developed by the 

members of the educational institution through the learning communities they form. 

Therefore, through institutional and structural changes and improvements, a different 

organizational structure is suggested, allowing its members to cooperate, process 

common visions and plans, learn in practice while continuously cultivating and 

developing their ability to learn together (Senge 1990, Leithwood et al 1998, Scribner 

et al 1999). In this context, school, from a bureaucratic institution responsible for the 

transmission of knowledge, redevelops into a lifelong social and learning organization 

that is capable and responsible for its own development, both internally and in relation 

to the community where it belongs and with which it interacts (Coppieters 2005, 

Dufour 1997). Therefore, the challenge that the schools face is to adopt strategies 

towards change that can provide inner stability while the schools are moving forward. 

In other words, schools have to become the vehicles of change, while at the same time 

their teachers will stop being cut off from the wider group and isolated in their class 
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(Smylie, Lazarus & Brownlee-Conyers, 1996). Besides, as Fullan (1991) notes, 

change in education depends on what teachers do and think. 

 

The concept of educational learning organization entails and encourages the formation 

of learning communities and communities of practice with the participation of all 

parties concerned. Communities of practice are defined as groups of individuals that 

share an interest, a bundle of problems or a passion for a certain topic and that expand 

their knowledge and expertise in that subject by interacting on a continuous basis 

(Wenger 1998).  According to Lave & Wenger (1991) these are groups that develop 

the sense of belonging to a community thanks to a common goal. The members are 

likely to have common background or experiences, share the same language and 

function as “social learning systems” where professionals cooperate in order to 

resolve the problems they face, share ideas, create appropriate normative tools for 

their work and form relationships with each other as well as with the parties 

concerned (Snyder et al 2004). In other words, what dominates in a community of 

practice is common rules and values, the reflective dialogue, the deprivatization of the 

instructional practice and the collaboration in a broader context of common goals and 

interests (Giles and Hargreaves 2006, Dufour 2004). 

 

What characterizes a community is the series of interactions through which the 

common goal will be achieved, as well as the series of relationships that will be 

formed (Preece 2000).  Learning cannot be dissociated from the sociological practice 

of the community and  consequently the commitment in such a common practice also 

includes learning (Lea and Blake 2002).  In this case, situated learning is not 

dissociated from the community's practice but rather emanates and is fueled by the 

current circumstances of the community in which it is integrated (Lave and Wenger 

1991, Shallcross 2006). The communities of practice are therefore considered the 

basic idea of a learning organization. The group of educators that will constitute a 

community of practice can form the basis and, gradually the culture that will be 

cultivated can be bequeathed to the rest of the school community.  

 

There are similarities between learning communities and communities of practice. In 

the groups of both communities that are formed there is strong reciprocity amongst 

the members and, through the collaboration and the exchange of experiences and 

ideas, new knowledge is created which is communicated throughout the group 

(Brown & Duguid 2000). 

 

Therefore, in the epicenter of the function of a community of practice and learning in 

an educational learning organization lies the exploration and improvement of daily 

school practice in a social environment of collaboration, interaction, solidarity and 

mutual trust (Rovai 2002, Eaker et al 2002). The cooperative bonds are strengthened 

by the participation in thematic and interdisciplinary groups or study and working 

groups, by the mutual observation of teaching, the action research as a permanent 

process of school improvement, the communication through congresses and articles in 

the press with the broader educational community (Dufour 1997). Drastic changes are 

almost impossible in a typical school environment. At best, people will move on as 

units, but they will not be able to form a learning community. Communities that 

nourish the philosophy of learning give value to differences, support critical thinking 

and encourage their members to converse upon issues of learning (Johnson 1998). 

Moreover, Dufour & Berkley (1995) stress that it is people and not programmes that 
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bring the desirable change. As Elmore and other researchers (1996) have concluded, 

even when teachers were willing to learn new teaching methods, they often applied 

them superficially and without consistency, thus bringing change superficially but not 

substantially. Change occurs only when employees are encouraged and supported 

towards this direction. 

 

Through the above described internal and interactive process, school becomes “open” 

to its people in order for them to acquire knowledge and experiences for the future, 

but also in order to shape their living and working conditions in the present and jointly 

plan their actions with the vision of sustainability in mind. 

 

The methodology of Action Research 

   

In direct connection with the above reasoning, the methodology that was adopted in 

our three investigative efforts is the Action Research (AR). According to Elliott 

(1991), Action Research is the study of a social/ educational situation aiming to 

improve the quality of the implemented action within the framework of the situation 

concerned.  Its implementation in the field of educational research is considered 

innovative, since it takes the dynamic involvement of school community members  in 

the research process as a given, which should be activated through their actual needs 

(Posch 2003, Altrichter et al 2001).  Educators, either by themselves or in interaction 

with an external associate, explore their professional practice seeking to understand 

and identify problems, interpret malfunctions and intervene in order to improve the 

circumstances under which they operate as professionals (Katsarou & Tsafos 2003).  

Basic assumptions of the Action Research, such as the link between scientific theory 

and daily educational practice (Elliot 1991, Carr and Kemmis 1997, Rudduck and 

Hopkins 1985), the participative forms of collaboration (Posch 2003), its reflective-

critical nature (Kemmis and McTaggart 1988, Katsarou & Tsafos 2003), the 

flexibility of the investigatory framework  that is based on alternative circular forms 

of planning, observation and evaluation (Hopkins 1985, Kemmis and McTaggart 

1988) correspond effectively to the methodological needs of the three doctoral theses, 

but also to the deeper ideological content of the notion of sustainability and 

community of practice.  

 

The AR that we have chosen as the methodology for our own educational research is 

indeed conducted in a framework that allows adaptation to the specific needs of each 

research and does not follow an analytical outline that constrains the steps of 

educators towards predefined activities (Hopkins 1985). More specifically, we have 

adopted Stephen Kemmis’ model (1980). According to this model, an AR is developed 

in four phases: planning, action, observation and reflection that constitutes the 

background for the redesigning, development and observation of a new action based 

on a revised plan and so on. Thus AR is not a linear methodology that starts with 

planning and ends with evaluation, but rather an open, circular and spiral process 

where each circle leads to the next and with minor changes or interventions as a 

starting point. Therefore, AR proceeds to more extensive changes and moves on to 

more generic reforms of educational practices or policies (Kemmis & McTaggart 

1988).  

 

In each of the three researches that we coordinate, our participation is manifested in 

two ways: as “facilitators” in the research that each one of us coordinates and as a 
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“critical friend” in the other two researches. As a facilitator, external research 

associate, each one of us undertakes a facilitating and consulting role and collaborates 

with the educators not as an "expert" with prepared research queries and tools but 

rather as an associate, consultant and coordinator (Katsarou & Tsafos 2003).  As a 

critical friend each one of us participates in the other researches as a person whom the 

facilitator trusts, understands her beliefs but also exercises constructive criticism 

(Ovens 1991). During the process of the three educational researches each one of us is 

involved supportively in the phases of feedback, critical reflection or data collection 

so as to give her perspective, offer alternative interpretations, ideas for the next steps 

or personal experiences (Ovens 1991, Lomax 1996). 

 

The formation of communities of practice in the three educational institutions 

 

The experience gained from the action research in the three educational institutions 

(KPE, primary school, nursery school) provides us with very interesting findings as 

far as the exploration of possibilities for the formation of communities of  practice is 

concerned and highlights the determining factors that affect their function. More 

specifically: 

 

At the Centre of Environmental Education (KPE) we explore the possibilities of 

forming a community of practice by fostering an atmosphere of cooperation, 

exchange of experiences, involvement in shared activities and discussions as well as 

by building personal and professional relations between educators of different 

educational levels and fields. In particular, as an educational team of diverse fields of 

primary and secondary education in KPE, we attempt to function as a community of 

practice that conducts action research. Thus the facilitator along with the teachers of 

the educational team constitute a self-critical group of researchers, in which the 

critical friend participates as well.  

 

During the research process regular meetings are held, once or twice a week, in order 

to discuss and reflect on certain issues that concern the educators regarding the actions 

of the KPE. More specifically the research team monitors three educational 

programmes of KPE that are carried out by student groups, with a view to developing 

and redesigning them. AR in the field of educational programmes consists not only of 

observing the educators’ instructional  practice but also the programmes’ content. 

During the reflective dialogue and redesigning process, the possibilities of improving 

the instructional practice of each member separately but also of the group as a whole 

are examined and efforts are made to bring out its interdisciplinary nature. 

Furthermore the research team studies the way in which the training seminars offered 

to primary and secondary teachers are designed and implemented at KPE. 

 

During the research process, members of the KPE’s educational team explore the 

possibility of undertaking training work, while actions are also addressed to the local 

community.  During the AR’s course, educators detect the factors that shape their 

practice, which can be related to the personal educational theory or the institutional 

frame in which they work and co-examine the factors that are responsible for the 

problematic situations they are faced with. By observing themselves the 

implementation of changes that have been agreed upon after each reflective dialogue, 

they discover that the results are getting better and better every time. In particular, 

with regard to educational programmes that are implemented with student groups, 
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they discover that the change of teaching practice and the use of group-collaborative 

teaching methods in small groups of children, stimulates their interest and increases 

the participation of students. Progressively and gradually, educators realize the 

potential that lies behind cooperation and reflective-critical dialogue. This encourages 

them to redefine their personal theory and also the way they collaborate. The 

possibility of participating in a community for the exchange of ideas offers suitable 

stimuli for improving instructive practice as a result of interaction within this 

professional group.  

 

Through this communicative and participative process we seek to foster a culture that 

is characterized by reciprocal support and respect between the members, encouraging 

an open discussion and debate within the frame of exchanging ideas. Nevertheless, the 

whole attempt of creating a community of practice presented several difficulties, since 

teachers who already had many years in the educational field were characterized by 

those attributes which we also encounter in bibliography.  A bibliographical review 

would demonstrate that the main characteristic of the teacher’s profession in most 

educational systems is the isolation and individualistic tradition (Klette 1997, 

Thornton 2006, Bezzina & Testa 2005, Kougioumtzis & Patrinksson 2009). The 

causes for this professional isolation must be sought largely in organizational and 

ideological constraints, which leave little room for collective work and critical 

investigation. Aronowitz and Giroux argue that «the crisis of creativity and critical 

learning is largely attributable to the tendency of weakening the teachers in all 

educational levels» (1993, p. 37). Therefore, the entire effort of forming a community 

of practice and learning entailed significant difficulties. Many of them seemed to 

weather, but certainly it will take constant and long-term effort to establish positive 

results. 

 

In the primary school, the facilitator, two schoolteachers that participate in the 

research and the students of two classes attempt to function as a reflective and self-

critical community of learning. The basis of the educational research is an 

environmental programme, specifically, waste management and sustainable 

development. Meetings between teachers and the facilitator are held regularly on a 

weekly basis. The critical friend participates as well in many of these meetings.  In 

these meetings, the teachers familiarize themselves with discussing, opening up, 

sharing and critically viewing their goals, visions and practice. They describe 

incidents from their daily praxis and communication with their students, they detect 

erroneous actions or problematic areas, they recognize weaknesses in their own 

intervention and attempt to interpret and comprehend them.  This interaction helps 

them examine their work under different angles and investigate the value and prospect 

of alternative approaches or choices. Moreover, the interaction of educators and 

students, either in the daily communication of the class or in organized discussions in 

regular time intervals, not only helps students express their thoughts openly but also 

helps educators view their work through the children’s “eyes” and “filter” their 

choices through their students’ experiences, thoughts and criticism.  

 

Therefore, this participative and self-critical process encourages the educators’ 

professional development. At the same time, however, it fosters the creation of a 

similar culture within school classes. Despite the initial difficulties and obstacles of 

this effort, students gradually familiarize themselves with the social climate of the 

community of learning.  They realize the value and role of their participation in the 
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daily school affairs, they practice in taking initiatives and responsibility, they 

familiarize with the democratic processes, they show trust in and seek collaboration 

and dialogue in their interpersonal relations.  They increasingly seek and encourage 

collaboration within their class, both within their group and among other groups, and 

experience more and more readiness to solicit collaboration outside the boundaries of 

the class in their communication with educators and students of other classes, the 

director and the school’s auxiliary personnel. Students practice in cultivating great 

social skills, both individual and social, through cooperative action and interactive 

communication. Thus, the quality and prospect of the undertaken school actions is 

improved and upgraded. Gradually the school develops into a living social and 

educational organization that learns to improve and to evolve according to the visions 

and expectations of its own participants. 

 

In the nursery school, we explore the potentials of constituting a community of 

practice through the cooperation and interaction of nursery teachers, children and their 

parents within the scope of Parental Involvement, namely the participation (both 

quantitative and qualitative) of parents in the educational process. The term is quite 

vague and could mean anything, from a simple visit of the parent at school during the 

school year, up to the substantial cooperation between parent and teacher and the 

actual participation of the parent in major decisions that concern the school (Brito & 

Wallet 1994). The extent of involvement varies and depends on numerous parameters 

such as the child’s age and sex, his/ her performance at school, the parents’ socio-

economic status, their educational level, their attitudes and expectations, the attitude 

of teachers towards parental involvement etc (Pugh 1985, Tomlinson 1995, Georgiou 

2000).  

 

In the research conducted, the ecosystemic model of Bronfenbrenner (1986) was 

adopted which is classified under general considerations that are based on the 

systemic approach.  According to this model, all people are living in a hypersystem 

which is divided into smaller subsystems that more or less affect people. The model’s 

basic assumption is that an individual is involved, throughout his life, in many 

different systems, which in their turn are developing interactive and interdependent 

relationships between them. The effects on the individual are many and diverse and it 

is difficult to determine them precisely. Some of them derive from the systems with 

which the individual is in direct and frequent contact such as family, school, etc. and 

are decisive for the individual’s way of thinking and behaving, while others stem from 

smaller systems and are affecting the individual indirectly (Bronfenbrenner 1986, 

Georgiou, 2000, Milonakou-Keke, 2009). Elements from Epstein’s (2009) six types of 

parental involvement (parenting, communicating, volunteering, learning at home, 

decision making, collaborating with the community) were also adopted in the 

research.  

 

The research team, the researcher and three nursery teachers, one of which also acts 

as school principal, acted as the basic community of practice. The team members, 

through regular weekly meetings and having the four cyclical recurrent phases of the 

action research as a guideline, learn to discuss, exchange opinions and find ways to 

communicate and constructively cooperate with parents. They also set and jointly 

plan goals and actions taking into account the active participation of children and 

parents, observe critically, contemplate and reflect and gradually improve their 

practice in light of the sustainable school.  Parents’ involvement operates as the key 
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that facilitates the expansion of the community of practice. Working groups are 

formed which comprise of parents and students (at home and at school), parents, 

children and nursery teachers, parents and the researcher, all having as common goal 

and vision the sustainable school. The groups are variable and change according to 

the interest, skills and availability of parents and gradually efforts are made in order 

to reach out to the broader local community.  

 

More specifically, at the beginning of the school year parents, children and nursery 

teachers participate in groups where, through democratic procedures, they choose the 

environmental education programme that forms the basis of the research process, 

which is water management and sustainable development. Thereafter, parents are 

informed regarding the programme’s progress through weekly written 

communication and participate by suggesting actions, visits, contacts with competent 

bodies, by providing printed and electronic informational material at school, by 

offering knowledge and help as professionals, by completing activities at home with 

their children, by participating in working groups with the children and 

schoolteachers in classes but also in areas outside the school. Through the weekly 

written communication and their collaboration in actions, parents, children and 

nursery teachers are therefore exchanging knowledge, ideas and opinions, they 

undertake initiatives, share experiences that they gain through their interaction, 

provide support to each other, thus fostering their common vision of a sustainable 

school.     

 

In the established communities of practice relationships are formed that promote the 

value of preschool education, contribute to the professional development of nursery 

teachers, facilitate the growth of cooperative learning and the development of 

communication skills, of active exchange and reciprocity in the dialogue between 

children, parents, schoolteachers and the researcher. This process encourages the 

development of a climate of confidence and an atmosphere of joint responsibility and 

reciprocal respect which is developed both at school and at students’ homes.  

 

Final comments 

 

The familiarization of all members with the social atmosphere of a community of 

practice was practically not an easy, smooth and unobstructed process. Like every 

educational innovation that promotes not only the adoption of a new practice but also 

the change of culture and the abolition of entrenched practices, it is reasonable that 

the prospect of a community of practice in the context of sustainability takes many 

by surprise and faces strong opposition (Giles and Hargreaves 2006, Rudduck 1991, 

Morrish 1976). Especially at first, participants raised several obstacles and 

resistance. Despite their stated intention to cooperate, the members of the learning 

communities perceived their role and the relationship between them differently. 

Some were more receptive to cooperation, showed greater tolerance to the different 

views and sought consent  in all decision making processes. On the contrary, others 

were having difficulties in practice to put aside their personal perceptions and to 

adapt to the collective decisions of the community of practice. Some even 

manifested regal tendencies, seeking to promote their personal views in the learning 

community’s work. Gradually, over the course of development of communities of 

practice, it became increasingly detectable that cooperation is not just something that 

is offered, but rather it is established gradually and is nurtured through an interactive 
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form of communication (Perez et al 1998). It is also worth noting that several 

problems in the operation of the communities of practice were associated with lack 

of time, as it was not easy to find the appropriate time for meetings of all members. 

Especially in the case of the primary school, the available school time was limited 

and several practical difficulties arose in the differentiation of the school’s timetable. 

 

Nevertheless, the detected obstacles and difficulties were largely associated with the 

lack of participants’ familiarization with participative and self-critical processes and 

with their difficulty to show trust in this different quality of communication offered 

by the community of practice (Gough 2005 , 2004). 

 

As it is also confirmed theoretically, teachers are more familiar with activities that 

are being assigned to them based on explicit and concrete directions and are less 

used to acting autonomously and depending on their own strengths (Gough 2005). In 

general, the interaction between the community members has clearly a dynamic 

character, is determined by many factors and is expressed in relations that are 

occasionally competitive and conflicting. The will or the intention of the community 

members for social participation is certainly not self-evident nor given and is one of 

the factors that influence the formation of communities of practice (Wenger 1998, 

Habhab-Rave 2008).   

 

Moreover, based on research data the educational institution’s structure seemed to 

affect the organization and the function of communities of practice. The more 

hierarchically structured an institution is, the less the chances are of forming a 

community of practice. Since the functioning of an educational organization is based 

on specific and institutionally defined structures, it is extremely difficult to break free 

from its existing culture and to put aside or overturn well-established attitudes and 

habits (Hollingsworth & Sockett 1994).  From several research data it is confirmed 

that many institutions (e.g. schools) do not have the flexible structures needed in order 

to support and set in place participative educational processes (Breiting 2008, Lotz - 

Sisitka and O’Donoghue 2008), even if they seem to wish or seek to do so. Research 

shows that many teachers who have attended participative seminars are having 

difficulties in introducing and implementing this kind of processes in their school 

units. Specially trained school counselors are also unable to provide sufficient 

assistance to school teachers, due to the wide variety of structural, institutional or 

other barriers that interfere and are associated with the particular circumstances of the 

school environment and the school’s staff (Lotz - Sisitka and O'Donoghue 2008).  

 

At the same time leadership played an important role and was responsible for the 

creation of supportive conditions that would encourage the function of communities 

of practice in the institutions, since a learning organization should have a democratic 

and participative administration capable of “learning” (Silins et al 2002, Snell 2001). 

 

It is clear that changing the educational mentality and culture in an educational 

institution constitutes a slow, progressive and long-term process (Gough 2005, Giles 

and Hargreaves 2006). Since most schools are not accustomed to participative and 

collaborative processes, educational changes and innovations can not be achieved 

rapidly and at once.  Adequate time and very careful preparation is required in order 

to build the environment that will allow teachers and students to feel comfortable with 

working together in their attempt to restructure the school, since changes are not 
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caused accidentally nor by good will, nor by the application of pre-planned projects. 

Redefining the roles of the parties involved in the educational process and reviewing 

the function and priorities of an educational institution are prospects that require 

constant thought and reflection by the educational community. The content and 

implementation rhythm of the attempted changes cannot be determined beforehand. It 

depends on each school separately which, after estimating the conditions, its limits 

and capabilities, undertakes the proper changes for its goals (Gough 2005).  

 

The organization and creation of communities of practice in the three theses that 

were conducted gave us the opportunity not only to locate the difficulties that 

intervene and impede their function, but also to process ways in order to overcome 

these obstacles. 

 

AR’s methodology formed an integral part of the educational process and operated 

as the means that facilitated the confrontation of the obstacles that arose. It allowed 

equal participation of all research groups members (teachers, students, parents, 

researchers) and gave them the opportunity to jointly examine the actions 

implemented, to locate the difficulties and weaknesses, to critically consider and 

interpret unpleasant or negative experiences, to express alternative ways of action, to 

improve the weaknesses of their involvement and restructure their action (Kemmis & 

McTaggart 1988).  

 

Open communication helped develop a common language between the communities’ 

members which are associated with the educational practice, where they shared 

personal opinions, expectations and values.  A common framework was thus formed 

between the participants, which was strengthened by the shared prospect and vision 

of sustainability and sustainable school.   

 

Critical thinking through Action Research encouraged a process of investigation, 

justification and interpretation of the practice of the communities’ members that 

were formed. Considering both the example of the teacher-as-researcher (Stenhouse 

1975) and the reflective practitioner (Schön 1983), teachers attempted to approach 

their teaching choices from an interpretative and reflective-critical perspective. The 

value of critical reflection is emphasized by Bourdieu (1998), who emphasizes the 

need to investigate our practice by reflecting on the action, the existing cultures and 

ideologies and the applicable restrictions, given that such a process is the key for a 

participative approach that is inherent to the reality.  

 

In conclusion, collaboration between participants also showed the way towards 

teamwork with a common goal and the consent, in a broader framework, of the entire 

school environment but also beyond that, in the scope of the local society. 
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