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ABSTRACT 

This Practice Note explores the use of a Communities of Practice (CoP) framework as a tool for 

designing evaluator education in higher education contexts. Using two graduate-level courses 

focused on program evaluation, we illustrate how CoP principles—mutual engagement, joint 

enterprise, and shared repertoire—were implemented to support the development of 

competencies aligned with the American Evaluation Association (AEA) Evaluator Competencies. 

Drawing on qualitative data from reflective journals, self-assessments, and focus groups, we 

highlight how CoP fostered collaborative learning, professional identity formation, and the 

practical application of skills. While the findings affirm the effectiveness of CoP in bridging 

theory and practice, they also point to areas for refinement to enhance future evaluator 

education. 

Keywords: communities of practice, evaluator competencies, evaluator education, practicum, 

reflective practice, novice evaluators 

RÉSUMÉ 

Cette note de pratique explore l’utilisation d’un cadre de Communautés de pratique (CoP) 

comme outil pour concevoir la formation des évaluateurs dans les contextes de l’enseignement 

supérieur. À l’aide de deux cours de niveau supérieur axés sur l’évaluation de programmes, nous 
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illustrons comment les principes de la CoP — engagement mutuel, entreprise conjointe et 

répertoire partagé — ont été mis en œuvre pour soutenir le développement de compétences 

alignées sur les compétences d’évaluateur de l’American Evaluation Association (AEA). En 

s’appuyant sur des données qualitatives issues de revues réflexives, d’auto-évaluations et de 

groupes de discussion, nous mettons en evidence comment la CoP favorisait l’apprentissage 

collaboratif, la formation de l’identité professionnelle et l’application pratique des compétences. 

Bien que les résultats confirment l’efficacité du CoP pour relier théorie et pratique, ils soulignent 

aussi des domaines à affiner pour améliorer la formation future des évaluateurs. 

Mots clés : communautés de pratique, compétences des évaluateurs, formation des 

évaluateurs, pratiques, pratique réflexive, évaluateurs débutants 
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INTRODUCTION 

Instead of considering learning as individuals’ knowledge acquisition process, situated 

learning emphasizes learning as a process in which individuals negotiate meaning through 

collaborative activities (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Based on the situated learning concept, 

Community of Practice (CoP) was proposed as a learning space for individuals to engage in such 

a situated learning process (Lave & Wenger, 1991). CoP members engage in informal mutualistic 

learning situated in interactions among novices and experts. CoP generally refers to informally 

bounded groups with shared expertise and passion (Wenger & Snyder, 2000). In addition to 

informal settings, the concept has also been widely adopted to inform organizational practices, 

including in program evaluation contexts (Fetterman, 2002; Kelly, 2004), and through practices 

in higher education (Lea, 2005; Trenholm & Peschke, 2020; Viskovic, 2006; Wenger et al., 2002). 

Merritt et al. (2023), for example, described a facilitated CoP focusing on the evaluation of 

environmental education programs. They reported benefits of participation in a CoP including 

the shift from the focus on accountability as the purpose of evaluation towards organizational 

improvement, the sharing of promising practices and innovations, and the potential for 

evaluation capacity building among CoP participants.  

The purpose of this practice note is to describe the cultivation of a CoP among novice 

evaluators through coursework and to demonstrate how this approach strengthens the bridge 

between theoretical learning and professional practice. By illustrating how CoP principles foster 

interpersonal skills, self-awareness, and competency-based learning, this study underscores the 

mailto:sjayoo@uncg.edu


Cultivating a Community of Practice Through Program Evaluation Coursework  3 
 

doi: 10.18357/cjpe.2026.40.1.14   © 2026 RCEP/CJPE 40.1 (Spring), 1-13 

significance of CoP pedagogy in preparing emerging evaluators to navigate the complex, 

collaborative nature of evaluation work. We first provide the context of the evaluation 

education program. We then describe how CoP is integrated through the evaluation 

coursework. Based on data collected from 15 graduate students, findings and discussions are 

provided to highlight the potential of the integration of CoP in evaluator preparation. 

ABOUT THE CASE SITE AND COURSE MODALITIES 

Context, Course Design and Implementation 

The evaluation education program is offered through a doctorate-granting mid-sized 

Southeastern university in the United States with a Minority Serving Institution (MSI) 

designation. The program prepares students to address diverse evaluation challenges through a 

33-credit-hour master’s program and a doctoral program requiring an additional 60 credit 

hours, with a strong emphasis on culturally responsive evaluation and social justice. The 

program aims at preparing program evaluators with the knowledge, skills, and attitudes 

necessary to design and implement evaluations aligned with the American Evaluation 

Association’s (AEA) 2018 Evaluator Competencies taxonomies.    

We focus on two courses from the program in this practice note including the 

introductory course and the practicum course. These two courses are foundational to fostering 

competent, socially just evaluators, with Student Learning Outcomes (SLOs) explicitly aligned to 

the AEA Evaluator Competencies (see Table 1). The courses primarily utilized a face-to-face 

format within a traditional classroom setting, fostering real-time interactions between students 

and the instructor. Online elements on Canvas provide access to course materials, quizzes, 

assignments, announcements, and feedback. 
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Table 1.  SLOs and AEA Competencies Targeted in the Introductory and Practicum Courses 

 

SLOs AEA Competencies 

Professional 
Practice 

Methodology Context Planning and 
Management 

Interpersonal 

In
tr

o
d

u
ct

io
n

 C
o

u
rs

e
 

Articulate what makes program evaluators distinct as practicing 
professionals 

1.2; 1.3; 1.5; 
1.9 

   5.1; 5.3 

Develop an evaluation plan, including evaluation frameworks 1.1; 1.2; 1.3 2.1-2.9 3.1; 3.2 4.1; 4.2  

Describe and discuss how the program context influences an 
evaluation 

  3.3; 3.7; 
3.8 

  

Describe and discuss roles of stakeholder groups in evaluation  2.8 3.2; 3.3; 
3.6; 3.7; 
3.8 

4.9  

Determine appropriate evaluation questions and plans based 
on the context in which the evaluation is conducted 

 2.1-2.9 3.1; 3.2   

Develop program logic models   2.1-2.9    

Critique program evaluations planned by others (meta-
evaluation) 

1.5; 1.7; 1.8; 
1.9 

    

Gain confidence in practicing program evaluation 1.6     

P
ra

ct
ic

u
m

 

Develop competence in the practical craft of program 
evaluation 

1.3; 1.4; 2.1-2.14    

Develop competence in applying basic tools and methods of 
social science to prepare program evaluation contexts, notably, 
the data collection tools of questionnaires, interviews, and 
document analysis; qualitative and quantitative data analysis; 
and both conventional and innovative reporting of results 

 2.10-2.14 3.1-3.8   

Develop interpersonal competence in working directly with 
clients 

    5.1-5.8 

Take responsibility for designing and managing an evaluation 
project 

   4.1-4.10 
(group work) 

 

Understand ethical issues in evaluation and gain knowledge of 
evaluation competencies 

1.1-1.9     

Note. Numbers in the table indicate the specific AEA 2018 Evaluator Competencies targeted within each domain for each course.
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The introductory course provided a broad competency base across all five AEA domains, 

focusing on foundational skills such as defining program evaluation as a profession, developing 

comprehensive evaluation plans, and analyzing the role of context and stakeholders. Key SLOs 

include cultivating a professional identity grounded in AEA foundational documents, such as the 

AEA Guiding Principles, AEA Evaluator Competencies, the Statement on Cultural Competence, 

and the Joint Committee on Standards for Educational Evaluation (JCSEE) Program Evaluation 

Standards (Yarbrough et al., 2010). Instructional strategies included lectures, seminars, group 

activities, and scaffolded projects that guided students in building foundational program 

evaluation skills (King & Ayoo, 2020). A primary assignment involves developing evaluation 

proposals in response to requests for proposals (RFPs), with three key deliverables: program 

description, context analysis, and evaluation methods. Active learning strategies, included 

guided discussions, reflective exercises, and rubric-assessed case competitions, enabled 

students to apply theoretical knowledge in real-world contexts while emphasizing collaboration 

and critical thinking. Collectively, these activities prepared students for the practicum course, 

where they applied these foundational skills in hands-on evaluation projects. 

The SLOs for the practicum course centered on designing and managing evaluations, 

developing tools such as questionnaires and interview protocols, analyzing data, and reporting 

findings in both conventional and innovative formats. Students applied their skills through 

service-based projects with local partners, where they engaged in planning, data collection, 

analysis, and reporting. The key deliverables included draft and final evaluation plans, 

preliminary reports for client feedback, and final presentations summarizing findings and 

actionable recommendations. These projects mirrored real-world evaluation challenges, 

requiring students to navigate client communication, conflict resolution, and project 

management. Instructors and peers provided iterative feedback, and guest speakers offered 

practical insights into ethical dilemmas, stakeholder engagement, and justice-oriented 

approaches. 

 To foster professional growth, students completed AEA Competency self-assessments at 

the start and end of the practicum course to identify areas for improvement and track their 

development. They created internship proposals based on these assessments, enhancing their 

readiness for diverse evaluation challenges. Formative assessments, including ungraded quizzes 

and reflective journals, encouraged self-monitoring and critical reflection (e.g., Cho et al., 2023; 

Ghere et al., 2006). Graded reflections, aligned with the JCSEE Program Evaluation Standards, 

AEA Guiding Principles, and Statement on Cultural Competence, served as qualitative data and 

reinforced culturally responsive and socially just evaluation practices. 
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DESCRIBING COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

In an evaluator education program, CoP is manifested through the domain, community, 

and practice to support the capacity building of both novice evaluators and evaluation course 

instructors (see Figure 1). The CoP domain refers to the engagement of novice evaluators and 

evaluation course instructors in an evaluator preparation program that fosters shared learning. 

Participants bring their expertise, values, and experiences into the shared learning community 

to exchange ideas, resources, and explore evaluation theories and practices. The CoP promotes 

mutual teaching and learning through the planning, implementation, reflection, and evaluation 

of curriculum and learning outcomes. Members not only engage in discussions, but also apply 

their skills through course projects, internships, and interactions with evaluation experts and 

clients to strengthen their competencies as evaluators and instructors.  

 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual framework. 
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Through the cultivation of CoP, members experience three interrelated dimensions 

including mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and shared repertoire. Mutual engagement 

depicts the interactions among CoP members that focus on shared meaning making process. 

Joint enterprise emphasizes how CoP members work towards common goals. Shared repertoire 

refers to the resources and tools CoP members use to negotiate meaning and support 

collaborative learning. Bounded by these three interrelated dimensions (i.e., mutual 

engagement, joint enterprise, and a shared repertoire), CoP members engage in meaning 

negotiation, share experiences and imaginations, and align individuals’ experiences with the 

broader structures. Through social practice, CoP participants engage in “doing but not just doing 

in and of itself, it is doing in a historical and social context and gives structure and meaning of 

what we do” (Wenger, 1998, p.47). In this study, we applied the framework in the evaluation 

courses and reported participants’ engagement experiences in terms of mutual engagement, 

joint enterprise, and shared repertoire.  

OVERVIEW OF METHODS USED 

Participants and Data Collection 

This study examined 15 graduate students who completed both courses by spring 2023. 

Qualitative data were collected from participants’ internship proposals, reflective journals, and 

focus groups. At the start of the practicum course, students completed a self-assessment of the 

AEA Evaluator Competencies to establish a baseline and identify areas for improvement. They 

used these reflections to develop internship proposals outlining the competencies they aimed 

to strengthen through real-world evaluation experiences. All participants also completed four 

structured reflective journals during the internship. Guided by instructor-provided prompts and 

individualized internship plans, these journals submitted every four weeks documented 

experiences, challenges, and growth across AEA competency domains. Eleven of the fifteen 

students participated in end-of-semester focus groups. Conducted one month after the 

semester ended, these groups explored perceptions of competency development, course 

influences, and recommendations for evaluator education. We ensured all data were de-

identified using participant identification numbers, with digital recordings destroyed upon study 

completion. The Institutional Review Board approved the study (IRB-FY22-514), and participants 

provided informed consent prior to participation. 

Data Analysis  

We organized qualitative data by participant and source, then analyzed it using ATLAS.ti 

with a provisional coding approach based on AEA competency domains (Miles et al., 2020). This 

method allowed us to refine codes throughout the analysis while focusing on student growth 
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within specific competency areas. We coded data to assess whether participants exceeded, 

gained, met, or did not gain competency across the five AEA domains. Code co-occurrence 

analyses highlighted growth patterns, emphasizing specific areas of development. Our team 

collaborated throughout the analysis process: the lead author, who served as the course 

instructor, and a peer observer external to the course. Weekly meetings facilitated discussions 

of coding categories and definitions, ensuring consistent alignment with the theoretical 

framework and study objectives. We independently reviewed the data and completed 

collaborative analyses, ensuring reliability and depth in interpreting findings related to students' 

competency growth and practice-based learning. 

WHAT WE LEARNED ABOUT ENGAGING LEARNERS IN COMMUNITIES 

OF PRACTICE 

The findings emphasize the factors contributing to participants’ development across the 

CoP dimensions of mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and shared repertoire, highlighting 

successes and areas for improvement. 

Mutual Engagement 

Mutual engagement fostered meaningful interactions among participants, creating 

opportunities to collaborate, share insights, and navigate group dynamics while working on real-

world evaluation tasks with external stakeholders. Participants reflected positively on affirming 

experiences, such as productive team dynamics and complementary work styles, as exemplified 

by MC01: “I have absolutely no concerns with my team…we complement each other well” 

(Reflective Journal 2). The diversity of perspectives further enriched engagement, with 

participants from non-evaluation disciplines bringing unique lenses to discussions, as noted by 

MC16: “I attempt to parallel [evaluation theory] with higher education theory” (Reflective 

Journal 2). However, some participants faced challenges, including conflicts over decision-

making or interpersonal dynamics, which required strategies like adopting democratic 

approaches to collaboration (MC08). In response, the instructor mediated conflicts, invited a 

guest speaker to offer conflict resolution strategies, and met individually with students needing 

additional guidance in areas such as conflict management and client mediation.  

Self-awareness also emerged as an area of growth, as participants reflected on their 

communication and conflict resolution skills, with MC06 noting efforts to balance assertiveness 

and listening during team discussions. Despite occasional discomfort, participants recognized 

the value of mutual engagement in preparing them for collaborative evaluation practices. For 

instance, MC11 attributed professional growth to “the experience of working with others,” 

highlighting how these lessons translated to improved teamwork in workplace settings. Overall, 
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mutual engagement provided a foundation for participants to navigate complex group dynamics 

and build collaborative competencies essential to the evaluation field. 

Joint Enterprise 

The courses provided a shared purpose centered on building evaluator competencies, 

guided by the AEA competency framework. Participants appreciated the framework’s clarity in 

establishing professional expectations, as MC11 noted: “It allowed for my view of what an 

evaluator does…to be formulated early” (Focus Group). Individual goals aligned with this joint 

enterprise, including improving specific competencies, as demonstrated by MC02: “My 

quantitative skills are my strengths, and my qualitative skills are an area with opportunities to 

improve” (Reflective Journal 1). Guest speakers further strengthened the joint enterprise by 

broadening participants’ understanding of diverse evaluation contexts. Participants valued these 

professional insights, with MC11 commenting: “Bringing in other evaluators in different 

contexts…was beneficial for novice evaluators” (Focus Group). Some suggested increasing one-

on-one interactions with guest speakers to deepen learning. The combination of shared goals, a 

competency framework, and professional engagement fostered a cohesive joint enterprise that 

supported participants’ competency development while accommodating their diverse 

backgrounds. 

Shared Repertoire 

The shared repertoire included project templates, rubrics, and tools like the AEA 

competency self-assessment, which supported participants’ engagement and learning. 

Participants reflected on the importance of interpersonal skills in client relationships, 

emphasizing the need for clear communication and mutual respect. For example, MC03 

highlighted a client’s humility and collaboration as factors contributing to effective engagement 

(Reflective Journal 2). Challenges, such as interpreting data and providing recommendations, 

prompted participants like MC01 to seek additional resources and class discussions to address 

methodological uncertainties. In this case, the instructor provided one-on-one support and 

additional guidance, which helped the student resolve these uncertainties. Time constraints 

posed a common limitation, impacting data collection and analysis processes. Participants 

adjusted their plans accordingly, with MC02 noting that “the team was ambitious at the start of 

the semester” but adapted to realistic goals (Reflective Journal 4). Despite these challenges, 

participants valued the hands-on experience, which deepened their understanding of 

evaluation methods and the rationale for methodological choices. The shared repertoire 

facilitated the negotiation of meaning, collaborative learning, and the practical application of 

competencies, although participants expressed a desire for additional resources and extended 

timelines to enhance their learning. 
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LESSONS LEARNED, AND IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE EVALUATOR 

EDUCATION PRACTICE 

This study extends prior research on CoP-based pedagogy in higher education by 

exploring the fit within evaluation education and fosters changes in perceived and actual 

competence as described in the AEA Evaluator Competencies (AEA, 2018; King & Stevahn, 

2020).  Participants demonstrated mutual engagement through their navigation of the group 

dynamics and collaborative competencies as evaluators. Building upon the mutual engagement, 

participants’ shared goals and the integration of the AEA competency framework in the course 

fostered joint enterprise in the CoP. Templates, tools, and resources served as the shared 

repertoire that further facilitated learning and development through the COP. These three COP 

principles—mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and shared repertoire—synergistically 

enhance the learning experience by integrating "learning by doing," "learning as experience," 

and "learning as becoming," as conceptualized by Wenger’s (1998) CoP model.  

The CoP model’s emphasis on mutual engagement provided participants with 

opportunities to navigate the complexities of collaborative work, confirming existing literature 

that highlights the value of social interactions in learning (Herbers et al., 2011; Kapucu & Billig, 

2002; Burgess et al., 2019). Reflective journals and focus groups revealed that students 

benefited from both affirming and challenging group dynamics, which fostered interpersonal 

growth and self-awareness. This aligns with Wenger’s (1998) notion of "learning as becoming," 

as participants reflected on their evolving roles within the community and as evaluators. The 

inclusion of joint enterprise—shared goals guided by the AEA competency framework—offered 

a clear structure that promoted self-monitoring and alignment with professional standards. The 

use of a shared repertoire, including tools like templates and competency self-assessments, 

supported students’ skill development, though time and resource constraints highlighted areas 

for improvement. 

The findings underscore the potential of CoP-based pedagogy to transform evaluator 

education by addressing the need for both competency development and professional identity 

formation. Future courses should continue to leverage the CoP framework to balance structured 

learning with adaptability, ensuring that students experience the "learning by doing" process 

while engaging in reflective practices that solidify their professional growth. Additionally, 

integrating more opportunities for interaction with practicing evaluators—such as extended 

mentoring or one-on-one discussions with guest speakers—can further enhance the joint 

enterprise dimension by exposing students to diverse evaluation contexts and practices. 

Program designers should also consider ways to address time constraints and resource 

limitations that may impact students’ ability to fully engage with the methodology and 

interpersonal domains of evaluation. For example, scaffolding assignments and extending 
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project timelines could allow students to navigate challenges more effectively.  Additionally, the 

framework’s application in asynchronous or hybrid learning environments warrants exploration 

to assess its adaptability and effectiveness across different modalities, as these formats may 

offer greater flexibility for participation and mitigate time constraints while maintaining 

opportunities for collaborative engagement. 

CONCLUSION 

Applying the CoP framework in these courses successfully supported novice evaluators’ 

competency development by fostering collaborative learning, shared goals, and practical 

application through a shared repertoire. Mutual engagement cultivated teamwork and self-

awareness, joint enterprise provided clear direction and professional context, and shared 

repertoire equipped participants with tools to navigate evaluation challenges. While time 

constraints and methodological uncertainties presented challenges, these experiences prepared 

participants for real-world evaluation practice and underscored the potential of CoP to create a 

dynamic and meaningful learning environment in evaluator education. 
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