TLRP Meeting of Minds Fellowship: Dr Linda Clarke, University of Ulster and
Professor Etienne Wenger

This fellowship developed out of a serendipitous coincidence. | was invited to attend
a seminar in the University of Manchester and received an email about TLRP MoM
Fellowships on the same day. This paper explains the background to my application
and describes the ways in which the Fellowship has had a significant capacity-
building impact on my work.

My PhD study aimed to model student teachers’ learning in the online components of
a teacher education course. | had examined a number of epistemological frameworks
and was particularly interested the work of Lave and Wenger (1991, Wenger, 1998)
on Communities of Practice. As a member of the New Technologies in Education
BERA SIG | was invited to a University of Manchester seminar (organised by the
Sociocultural Theory Interest Group, ScTiG) at which Etienne Wenger was to be
respondent. When | expressed an interest in attending | was asked to send any
papers | had written in the area (Clarke, 2002) and was invited to present a paper
based on my thesis. | had been using a process of formative dissemination
throughout my study, reporting on parts of the work at conferences and seminars and
feeding audience comments into the future development of the work. Presenting my
work to Etienne Wenger seemed like a golden opportunity, but as | stood up to do so,
and caught a glimpse of Etienne preparing to make notes at the back of the room, it
seemed more like the most rashly over-ambitious folly.

The paper prompted discussion
from the audience. Etienne
himself took time to discuss my
model of student teachers’
online learning with me
privately after the seminar.
Following the discussion | took
the opportunity to ask Etienne if
he would take part in a TLRP
Meeting of Minds Fellowship
and when my application was
successful we met in
Manchester in December 2007.

The discussions at both meetings allowed me to revise the model in a number of
ways; | will outline two of the most significant here. The attached poster sums up the
characteristics of the POD (Professional Online District) Model. A particular
contribution was Etienne’s suggestion that students work together to create their own
curriculum and that once you have a CoP heuristic, you make your practice valuable
to the learning of the community. Etienne also approved of the metareflective
Elearning Profiles. | originally had some doubts about how assessment fitted with
CoP theory, but he made it clear that evaluation is an integral part of all CoPs, and
that the Profiles fitted well with CoP theory, emphasising, as they do, a student’s
individual appraisal of their own learning and how they have supported the learning
of others.
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The green box at the bottom right of the diagram summarises the ongoing and
planned development of this work. | have published one paper (Clarke and Abbott,
2008) and have submitted another (rather ambitiously, to BERJ). In May 2008 | used
the remainder of my MoM funding to attend a further ScTiG Wenger seminar in
Manchester (Mini-Conference on Medical Education, Learning Theories and
Technology) which was exploring the potential cross-fertilisation between teacher
education and medical education. This time | could report to Etienne that | had
passed my PhD and attempted to answer his question “So what now, Dr Clarke?”
The discussion included my small HEIF-funded pilot project to develop the Albedo
(as a Geographer I could not resist this metaphor) Scale of Professional Reflexivity, a
multi-point scale to evaluate and exemplify the degree of reflexivity of written and
videoed professional reflections. | am also interested to develop these ideas across a
range of professional disciplines such as medicine, midwifery and social work. |
intend to seek ESRC funding for this work via the Small Grants Scheme.

The MoM Fellowship has provided me with a unique capacity-building opportunity. It
facilitated a type of learning which has resonance with communities of practice theory
as developed in Wenger’s 1998 book. New members of the academic community are
given the opportunity to engage in legitimate peripheral participation, learning
informally and personally from ‘old-timers’. Such seminal learning is only possible
when eminent academics are willing to break the prestige barrier and junior
academics are prepared to be intrepid. | am grateful Prof Andrew Pollard for his the
guiet encouragement of a minor member of a TLRP project team and to the Faculty
of Education at the University of Manchester (particularly to Dr Valerie Farnsworth
and Dr Andrew Whitworth). Above all, | am grateful to Etienne Wenger and | am sitill
both astonished and delighted that he was willing to take part and that | had the
courage to take this opportunity. Finally, the fellowship also provided a small but
prestigious ingredient of my CV — personal funding from ESRC-TLRP — thank you.
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