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Abstract

Continued professional development is important for promoting quality early childhood care and 

education (ECE) programs. One approach to fulfill this need for professional development is 

through the creation of a community of practice, which brings together professionals with similar 

interests. In this investigation, we report the evaluation results for one CoP, called the Early 

Childhood Consortium, that included ECE center directors and teachers. We examine if members 

of the consortium formed a Sense of Community (SOC). Factors that may relate to SOC were 

also considered for both teachers and directors, including trust in information shared, workplace 

characteristics (e.g., perceived support, hours worked), and Consortium members’ professional 

agency. Trust in the information exchanged within the Consortium and workplace characteristics 

within member centers were related to SOC, but differences, supported by t-tests, between director 

and teacher SOC did occur. SOC also significantly correlated with survey and activity measures 

of professional agency within the Consortium in that those endorsing stronger SOC said they 

would be more likely to share and adopt knowledge with one another. SOC also positively 

correlated with participation of center staff within the Consortium, but not with individual levels 

of involvement, suggesting that directors and teachers influence one another’s participation in 

professional development activities. CoP leaders should be intentional in supporting directors’ 

abilities to promote SOC within their own centers and to connect CoP professional activities with 

classroom practices.

Professional development is important for early childhood educators who face multiple 

challenges, which often converge to compromise program quality (Whitebook, King, 

Philipp, & Sakai, 2016). These challenges are often greater in poorer urban areas, 

and include inadequate preparation, high stress, minimal qualifications for teachers and 

directors, and high attrition (Fuligni, Howes, Lara-Cinisomo, & Karoly, 2009; Gable, 

Rothrauff, Thornburg, & Mauzy, 2007; Madill, Blasberg, Halle, Zaslow & Epstein, 2016). 

Professional development is often provided for early childhood educators with the aim 

of addressing these challenges (Howes, Pianta, Bryant, Hamre, Downer, & Soliday-Hong, 

2008), but the effectiveness of professional development programs reflects the changes in 
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learning and practice that result from them (Sankey & Machin, 2013). Consequently, it 

is important to identify characteristics of professional development programs that support 

desired outcomes. In the current investigation, we report results of an evaluation (i.e., a 

systematic examination of whether a program leads to desired outcomes) to examine the 

impact of a community of practice (CoP) called the Early Childhood Consortium (hereafter 

referred to as the “Consortium”) composed of early childhood care and education (ECE) 

center directors and their teachers in an urban area. We explored sense of community (SOC) 

among members of the Consortium and evaluated correlates of SOC (see Figure 1) over the 

course of two years.

The aim of the Consortium was to strengthen program quality through changes in practice 

brought about by director and teacher engagement in and learning from the professional 

development activities it provides. We aimed to create SOC within the Consortium to 

help support these outcomes; thus, evaluation of the program focused on SOC. The two 

factors we explored as possible contributors to SOC were (1) Consortium information 

trust, a central feature of the CoP experience in general (Evans & Wensley, 2009), and (2) 

characteristics of the workplaces from which CoP participants were drawn (i.e., support 

and hours worked; McGinty, Justice & Rimm-Kaufman, 2008; Royal & Rossi, 1996; see 

Figure 1). We proposed that SOC is in turn related to professional agency, which is integral 

to lifelong learning and change in workplace practice and can serve as an input to change 

in practice (Toom et. al, 2017). In line with conceptualization of professional agency by 

Etelapelto, Vähäsantanen, Hökkä, and Paloniemi (2013), we operationalize professional 

agency as knowledge exchange and Consortium engagement. In the sections to follow, 

we review the literature relevant to CoPs, SOC, and discuss building SOC within the 

Consortium.

Community of Practice and Sense of Community

An approach to professional development involves participation in a CoP. Communities of 

Practice bring together professionals with common interests to interact, share resources, 

and learn new knowledge from one another (Wenger, 1999). CoPs may best promote 

changes in practice and professional agency when a SOC emerges among its members 

(Cobb & McClain, 2001; Nistor, Daxecker, Stanciu, & Diekamp, 2015). SOC is a 

psychological construct reflecting the “fundamental human phenomenon of collective 

experience” (Peterson, Speer, & McMillan, 2008), and has been examined in many contexts, 

including schools and professional development settings involving educators (Admiraal & 

Lockhorst, 2012). Changes in instructional practice influenced by SOC, and potentially 

the agency resulting from it, are in turn related to improvements in program quality and 

child outcomes (Guo, Kadervaek, Prasta, Justice, & McGinty, 2011). Despite the potential 

significance of SOC for professional development, a review of the literature indicates that 

only a small number of studies involve early childhood educators and fewer still include 

center directors or urban settings.
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The Early Childhood Consortium

The authors, who are university faculty and staff, organized the Consortium in 2011 to 

provide networking, collaboration, mentoring, and professional development for directors of 

ECE centers within a particular neighborhood in a large Midwestern city. The Consortium 

was part of a larger city-wide initiative to develop the community by strengthening early 

childhood education. The primary focus was on center directors given their needs for 

connection and collaboration to be effective leaders (Stremmel, Benson, & Powell, 1993) 

and the role their leadership plays in creating change within their programs. Despite this 

role, professional development for directors has been limited overall (Ryan & Whitebook, 

2012), and even less often provided within the context of a CoP like the Consortium (Ratner, 

Bocknek, Miller, Elliott, &Weathington, 2018). Thus, most Consortium programs were for 

center directors, but there were also less frequent offerings for teachers.

We, the Consortium leadership team, recruited directors through face-to-face meetings 

and phone calls. As the Consortium leadership team, we also facilitated Consortium 

programming. Director incentives to participate included resources for the centers such 

as children’s books, training manuals, support from community service organizations and 

agencies, and professional development. Centers received these resources free of charge and 

associated costs were funded by foundation and federal grants applied for, awarded to, and 

administered by one or more of the authors.

During the academic year, the Consortium hosted monthly meetings and an annual training 

for center directors and community partners. The Consortium also held an annual conference 

for teachers, directors, and community partners. Additionally, centers wishing to participate 

received coaching and onsite training, which involved both the director and the teachers at 

the site. The purpose of these activities was to strengthen program quality by focusing on 

topics suggested by directors and to promote SOC. These topics included instruction (e.g., 

essential instructional practices in early literacy), classroom climate (e.g., social problem-

solving with young children), resources and services for families (e.g., collaborative 

partnerships with parents, homelessness, autism, crisis care, health/mental health, trauma, 

basic needs), or staff management (e.g., how to develop teams). Across all Consortium 

contexts, directors and teachers were encouraged to incorporate what they had learned into 

their center practices.

Building Sense of Community

Consortium Information Trust.

Although format for content delivery was sometimes traditional, the process used to 

create content was intended to reflect “authentic” features of communities of practice, 

such as meeting the needs of the group members (MacPhail, Patton, Parker, & Tannehill, 

2014), collaboration, shared learning (Brown, Horn, & King, 2018); and listening to 

feedback (Black, 2019). For instance, in the monthly meetings facilitated by the authors 

the member directors decided together on what the professional development content 

would be and helped design customized services often delivered onsite at the centers. 

Directors and teachers provided feedback on how activities could be improved to meet 
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their needs, and then this feedback was incorporated into the next activity. Over time by 

working together the expectation was that relationships would deepen among Consortium 

members and with leaders, greater collaboration would occur across centers, and more 

information and resources would be available to directors and teachers, creating a sense 

of trust in one another and in the information shared (Evans & Wensley, 2009). These 

aspects of the Consortium experience reflected a collaborative culture rather than contrived 
collegiality (Hargreaves & Dawe, 1990). In collaborative cultures, relationships evolve 

and trust is organically created. Contrived collegiality often involves the administrative 

imposition of interactions and is characterized by patterns of control. Trust is important in 

the effectiveness of professional development initiatives (Conner, 2015), bringing about 

transformational change (Browning, 2014; Kutsyuruba & Walker, 2015), and building 

sense of community (McMillan, 1996). Thus, we anticipated that higher levels of trust in 

information from the Consortium would be related to higher SOC.

Member Center Workplace Characteristics.

Directors were the focus of the Consortium because of the central role that they play 

in leading their centers and improving program quality (Talan, Bloom, & Kelton, 2014). 

Nevertheless, changes in practice cannot occur without the participation and engagement of 

teachers (Conner, 2015). Consequently, teachers were also included in the Consortium and 

participated in key Consortium activities, such as the annual conference. Joint participation 

of directors and teachers, however critical to the goal of changing practices, may in 

itself create contexts that could heighten or hinder the development of SOC within the 

Consortium. For instance, directors and teachers who already work together may bring the 

dynamics of their working relationships to Consortium activities and later attempts to apply 

Consortium learning to practices within the centers. In particular, given the positive relation 

between social support and sense of community (McMillan & Chavis, 1986), a stronger 

SOC within the Consortium may emerge among those who already feel greater support 

and less stress within their own centers. The number of hours worked within the center 

may also be relevant. Directors and teachers who work together more may have deeper 

relationships with one another that then could extend to the Consortium, as in other contexts 

(Blatt & Camden, 2007), or conversely working more hours may contribute to higher levels 

of stress (Johnstone, 1993) that could hinder the emergence of SOC. Thus, we examined the 

relationship between workplace characteristics and SOC.

Sense of Community and Professional Agency

Individuals become members of CoPs because they think they can satisfy their needs within 

them (Owens & Johnson 2009). Others, and what they provide, are considered resources 

and members discover how they can benefit from what the community offers. Members 

develop a sense of belonging and feel that they are valued by other members (McMillan & 

Chavis, 1986). Perceived ties within a community may lead members to share knowledge 

and influence one another to adopt new ideas (Wenger, 1999). Knowledge sharing and 

knowledge adoption (Hislop, 2013), which involve active restructuring of new and old 

information, can be seen as aspects of professional agency and potential inputs into changes 

in practice (Runhaar & Sanders, 2016). In support of this idea, SOC has been found to 

play a role in acceptance of knowledge sharing in higher education settings (Nistor et al. 
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2015) and knowledge adoption among virtual communities (Chou, Wang, & Tang 2015). 

Both have been found to be related to improved and more creative work performance among 

individuals and in many types of teams and organizations (Ahmad & Karim, 2019).

SOC may also be related to engagement in professional development activities, which 

requires action, a key component of professional agency. McMillan (2011) argues that as a 

result of perceived connections to a community, members are willing to participate in the 

community and take on responsibilities within the group. Relationships deepen as members 

share activities and create a common history, reducing isolation and promoting interaction. 

Engagement with these purposeful and goal-oriented professional development activities is 

a first step toward ultimate learning and changes in practice (Eun, 2008). We examined 

whether SOC in the Consortium was related to professional agency.

Evaluation Questions

Three questions involving the factors illustrated in Figure 1 guided our program evaluation:

1. Did ECE directors and teacher members of the Early Childhood Consortium 

form SOC?

2. Was trust in Consortium information and center workplace characteristics related 

to SOC for directors, teachers, or both?

3. Was SOC related to Consortium professional agency?

Method

Evaluation data were collected from the Consortium ECE center directors and teachers 

during two years: Year 1 was academic year 2016-2017 and Year 2 was academic year 

2017-2018.

Participants

Consortium center members.—The Consortium included community-based centers in 

two defined inner-city areas within a large Midwestern city. In Year 1, 14 member centers 

participated and in Year 2, 15. The number and type of center participant in each year 

appears in Table 1. Nine centers participated in both years. Two years of data allowed 

assessment of whether patterns shifted as members changed.

Survey participants.

Year 1.: Director (n = 15) and teacher (n = 46) data were compiled from the 14 ECE 

centers. For one of the centers, the director did not participate but a teacher did, leaving 13 

centers represented by their directors in the sample. Two centers had two directors and for 

each center both directors participated, yielding 15 directors. Background data for Year 1 

directors were not available. (See next section.) Year 1 participant information appears in 

Table 2.

Year 2.: Director (n = 15) and teacher (n = 37) data were compiled from the 15 ECE centers. 

Again, for one of the centers, the director did not participate but a teacher did, leaving 14 
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centers represented by their directors. In addition, one center had two directors and both 

directors participated, yielding 15 directors. Year 2 participant information for both directors 

and teachers appears in Table 2.

Evaluation Procedures

Evaluation information was collected at several points throughout the two years. Records 

were maintained and reviewed for who attended each Consortium event and in which 

center they worked. All surveys were submitted to the authors' University Institutional 

Review Board. Because the information collected was for the purpose of program evaluation 

and because the information was professional and not personal in nature, the project was 

determined to be a program evaluation and further review was not required.

Year 1.—Directors and teachers completed surveys that included SOC and perceived 

support at their centers. When the academic year began, all center directors received an 

email that explained the survey and noted the expected time to complete it (less than 10 

minutes). Participation was voluntary and in no way connected to receipt of Consortium 

programing. Eight directors completed the survey. This online survey was kept intentionally 

brief to ease the response burden of the directors. As a result, director demographic data was 

not requested. Teachers and directors completed a paper survey at the annual Consortium 

conference, which in addition to the SOC and support measures also included demographic 

characteristics. The evaluation survey was introduced at the end of the conference. We 

explained verbally to the group as a whole that participation was voluntary. Then voluntary 

participation was restated on a cover sheet explaining the brief survey that was given to 

each individual. The survey was completed by 46 teachers and 4 directors. At the end of 

the academic year, an email survey on SOC and perceived support at their centers was sent 

again to center directors. Again, this survey was brief and participation was voluntary. Some 

directors completed surveys at multiple points, but only information from their last survey 

was included for analysis. This information was compiled for Year 1 in a de-identified file.

Year 2.—Directors and teachers attending the annual conference received an email survey 

assessing demographics, SOC, and perceived support at their centers. Eleven directors and 

34 teachers completed the survey. These same domains were assessed through a second 

survey at the annual professional development training. This survey was completed by eight 

directors and four teachers. As in Year 1, it was explained verbally and in writing that 

completion of the surveys was voluntary and unconnected to taking part in Consortium 

programming. When both surveys were completed, responses for only the final one were 

included for analysis. This information was compiled for Year 2 in a de-identified file.

Measures

Sense of Community.—A modified version of The Brief Sense of Community Scale 

(BSCS; Peterson, Speer, & McMillan, 2008) was used to assess participants’ SOC within 

the Consortium. Wording of the original items was changed to fit the current project (e.g., 

“I can get what I need from the Consortium” instead of “I can get what I need from this 

neighborhood.”). The BSCS includes eight items rated on a five-point Likert scale (0 = 

strongly disagree; 4 = strongly agree), and is summed into four subscales with two items 
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each: needs fulfillment (NF), membership (MB), influence (IN), and emotional connection 

(EC). Subscale items are presented in Table 3. A total SOC score was computed with a 

possible range from 0 to 32.

Consortium information trust.—To determine levels of trust members had in 

Consortium information, directors and teachers were asked to rate agreement with the 

statement “I trust the information that I receive from the Consortium.” Agreement was rated 

on a 5-point scale that varied from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.”

Workplace characteristics.

Perceived support.: We selected 10 items from the Child Care Worker Job Stress Inventory 

(Curbow, Spratt, Ungaretti, McDonnell & Breckler, 2000) to measure perceived support. 

Items assessed childcare providers’ feelings of importance, respect, appreciation, and 

positive impact, along with one-on-one time with children, availability of supplies, and 

presence of child behavior problems. Participants rated items on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = 

Rarely/Never; 5 = Most of the Time). Two negatively worded items were reverse scored and 

then the 10 items were summed to create a Support score (range, 5 to 50). Higher scores 

indicated more support and less stress.

Hours worked.: Directors and teachers reported how many hours per week they worked at 

their centers.

Professional agency.

Knowledge exchange.—Knowledge exchange was assessed by asking two questions 

concerning knowledge adoption and knowledge sharing. Directors and teachers in Years 
1 and 2 rated their agreement with two statements, “I gladly learn from other Consortium 

members” (knowledge adoption) and “I gladly share my knowledge with other Consortium 

members” (knowledge sharing). Agreement was rated on a 5-point scale that varied from 

“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.”

Consortium Involvement.—Two measures of Consortium Involvement were created. 

The first reflected participation on an individual level and the second, center-wide 

participation. For directors, the individual involvement measure was the number of hours 

they participated in collective Consortium activities (i.e., monthly meetings, conference 

planning meeting, professional development workshop, and annual conference). The one 

collective Consortium activity teachers could participate in was the annual conference. In 

Year 2 we assessed whether teachers were “low” or “high” participators based on whether 

they had attended one or more than one conferences, respectively.

For center-wide involvement, each center was given a score that reflected the number of 

hours a particular Consortium event required. For each event if any center member attended, 

the center received a score. Thus, the number of people attending did not influence the 

score allowing control for size of center. For directors this measure varied for each person 

whereas for teachers this value was the same for all those in the same center. For each 

monthly Consortium meeting any member attended, the center received a 1.5 (five meetings 
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were held in both years). Attendance at the conference planning committee meeting received 

a score of 1.5. Attendance at the conference received a score of 4.5. Attendance at the 

professional development seminar received a score of 3.5. These numbers were summed 

to generate an overall score that reflected how many hours each center participated in 

Consortium activities each year.

Results

(1) Did ECE directors and teacher members of the Early Childhood Consortium form 
SOC?

In Table 4 director and teacher mean ratings for the SOC Total and subscale items appear for 

Years 1 and 2. A score of 16 marked the neutral point for the total score (32), and four, the 

neutral point for each of the two-item subscales (8 total each). Scores significantly greater 

than neutral indicated that respondents agreed as a group that they experienced a sense of 

community.

In Years 1 and 2, the SOC Total score was significantly higher than neutral for directors 

[t (14) = 14.69, t (14) = 7.36, ps < .001, respectively] and teachers [t (45) = 8.10, t (36) = 

5.31, ps < .001, respectively). All subscale scores were significantly higher than neutral in 

each of the two years for directors and teachers as well (t-scores ranged from 4.02 to 8.98 

in Year 1 and 6.67 to 15.81 in Year 2; all p-values <.001). In addition, director ratings were 

higher than those of teachers, except for two Year 2 subscales as shown in Table 4. Overall, 

directors did rate SOC higher than teachers.

(2) Did Consortium information trust and center workplace characteristics correlate with 
SOC for directors, teachers, or both?

Consortium information trust.—In Year 1, all of the directors agreed (20%) or strongly 

agreed (80%) that they trusted the information from the Consortium. Most teachers also 

agreed (37%) or strongly agreed (60.9%). In Year 2 93.3% of directors strongly agreed 

with the trust item and 27% of teachers agreed and 59.5% strongly agreed. The difference 

in trust between directors and teachers was not significant (.10 < p < .20) in Year 1, but 

was in Year 2, X2(1, n = 52) = 5.75, p < .05. In Table 5 correlations between Consortium 

information trust and SOC ratings appear for directors and teachers for Years 1 and 2. For 

directors and teachers, trust in the information the Consortium provided was positively and 

either significantly or marginally significantly related to the SOC total score and most of the 

subscales either in Year 1 or Year 2 or both.

Workplace Characteristics.—Correlations between SOC ratings and perceived support 

and hours worked also appear in Table 5. For Year 2 directors, support was significantly 

correlated with IN (influence); no other associations emerged. For teachers in Year 1 SOC 

Total and all subscale scores were positively related to support, but not hours worked. In 

Year 2, SOC was positively and significantly correlated with both perceived support and 

hours worked for most SOC subscales.
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(3) Was SOC related to Consortium professional agency?

Knowledge exchange—Knowledge sharing and knowledge adoption.—In Year 
1, all of the directors agreed or strongly agreed that they would learn from other members 

(knowledge adoption) in contrast to 82.7% of teachers. All of the directors and 91.1% 

of teachers agreed or strongly agreed that they would share their knowledge (knowledge 

sharing). In Year 2, the results were almost identical for knowledge adoption: All of the 

directors and 81.0% of teachers agreed or strongly agreed that they would learn from one 

another; however, the findings differed for knowledge sharing. All of the directors agreed 

or strongly agreed that they would share their knowledge, but only 78.3% of teachers so 

agreed.

In Table 6 correlations between SOC ratings and the responses to the knowledge exchange 

statements (knowledge adoption, knowledge sharing) are presented. For Year 1 directors, 

SOC Total, NF (needs fulfillment), and IN (influence) were significantly correlated 

with knowledge adoption (“gladly learn”) and knowledge sharing (“gladly share”). For 

teachers all SOC ratings were positively and significantly related to both knowledge 

exchange statements. In Year 2, the same pattern occurred for teachers, and for directors 

Membership was now also significantly and positively correlated with knowledge adoption, 

and marginally with knowledge sharing. For teachers SOC was positively and significantly 

correlated with both knowledge measures both years.

Consortium involvement.—For Consortium Involvement we first examined individual 

participation. No significant correlations emerged in Years 1 or 2 for directors or teachers 

between the individual participation scores and the SOC ratings or the knowledge exchange 

statements. For the center-wide engagement measure a different pattern occurred. In Table 

6 the correlations between SOC and center-wide Consortium involvement appear. For 

directors in both Years 1 and 2, there was a marginally significant association between 

center-wide engagement and SOC MB (membership). For teachers, there was a statistically 

significant association between center-wide engagement and membership in Year 2. When 

Year 2 teacher and director scores were combined the correlation involving directors was 

also significant, r = .328, p < .05.

Discussion

Sense of Community

Director and teacher members of an urban ECE consortium clearly formed a sense of 

community with one another that extended beyond the boundaries of the centers in 

which they worked. Shared location may facilitate community building (Admiraal and 

Lockhorst, 2012), but proximity was unnecessary to do so here, similar to what occurs 

in virtual interactions (e.g., Baba, Gluesing, Ratner, & Wagner, 2004). Directors, in 

particular, appeared to benefit from the interconnections the Consortium created. This 

finding is significant because ECE center directors do not always collaborate and sometimes 

compete with one another (Ratner et al., 2018). Collaboration is associated with quality 

programming in ECE centers (Levere, Del Grosso, Thomas, Madigan, & Fortunato, 2019), 

so opportunities for successful collaboration that CoPs like the Consortium provide have the 
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potential to contribute to opportunities for resource sharing and professional support across 

member centers.

Teacher members also endorsed a sense of community, but the finding that directors’ 

perception of SOC was greater than that of teachers indicated that type of participation 

and engagement contributed to building Consortium SOC (Liu, 2016; Nistor, et al., 2015). 

Directors were the central focus of the Consortium and had more opportunities to participate 

in and direct Consortium activities than teachers so it is not surprising that differences 

in SOC occurred. Still, for both directors and teachers, a critical aspect of Consortium 

participation seemed to be the resources the Consortium provided. Teachers in the first 

year and both directors and teachers in the second year rated the needs fulfillment subscale 

higher than the others. Financial and informational resources are central to early childhood 

center directors (Ratner et al., 2018; Forry, Simkin, Wessel, & Rodrigues, 2012) and these 

resources may have in turn helped bring about perceptions of community connections 

(Owens & Johnson, 2009).

Role of Consortium Trust and Workplace Characteristics in Sense of Community

Given that directors and teachers did endorse a sense of community within the Consortium 

what factors might have been associated with this perception? We examined two 

possibilities, trust in the information shared among members within the Consortium and 

characteristics of the center workplaces outside of the Consortium. Within the workplace we 

examined the support, both instrumental and relational, that directors and teachers perceived 

within their centers and the amount of time they worked together. Both information trust and 

workplace characteristics were positively related to SOC and differences between directors 

and teachers provided some hints about how each may have contributed to the SOC that 

emerged within the Consortium.

First, trust in the information provided within the Consortium was high for both directors 

and teachers, but directors, at least in Year 2, said they trusted the information more than 

teachers. This contrast might have occurred because of the different amounts and types of 

participation that directors and teachers had within the Consortium. Access to more diverse 

experiences within a CoP provides greater information “benefits,” such as more overall 

information and more positive experiences (Burt, 1992). If this occurred for Consortium 

directors, then greater trust among group members and in the information provided, as 

suggested by Evans and Wensley (2009), may have resulted and then promoted a greater 

sense of community (McMillan, 1996).

Workplace characteristics too were associated with SOC for both directors and teachers but 

once more we found differences consistent with the idea that the different roles each played 

within the Consortium and their centers was associated with the formation of SOC within 

the Consortium. For directors only the SOC influence subscale was positively correlated 

with center support indicating that directors who felt more supported within their centers 

thought they had more influence within the Consortium. Perhaps this perception of greater 

influence occurred because directors believed their perspectives and practices within the 

center were more accepted or successful among their staff, and, as a result, they might 

have been more confident in their expertise and willing to share their ideas. Interestingly, 
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McMillan (1996), in a reinterpretation of the original McMillan & Chavis (1986) SOC 

model, noted that the salient element of influence is trust. We do not persuade others or 

allow ourselves to be persuaded unless we trust one another in the exchange of information.

For teachers, both perceived support and the number of hours worked within the center 

were consistently related to SOC (McGinty et al., 2008). Relationships at work require 

continuity and emerge over time (Blatt & Camden, 2007), so spending more hours at work 

may have strengthened feelings of support within the center which then extended to the 

Consortium. These findings also have implications for the role of directors as leaders and 

their ability to make direct and indirect connections between the Consortium and their 

centers. Directors play an important role in establishing the workplace environment (Talan 

et al., 2014) and the relation between SOC in the Consortium and characteristics of the 

workplace potentially highlight this role. For instance, spending more hours at a center may 

have provided teachers greater opportunities to learn about the Consortium, leading teachers 

to endorse stronger Consortium community beliefs (direct effect). Direct effects would 

reflect specific connections the director might have drawn between Consortium and center 

activities. Spending more time with colleagues and with the director, especially if teachers 

felt supported, may also have provided more opportunity for collaboration and developing 

SOC within the center that extended to the Consortium (indirect effect). Indirect effects 

would be those director actions that create supportive work environments that positively 

frame individual expectations or experiences teachers might have within the CoP that could 

contribute to SOC. A related idea is that greater support and less stress might have freed 

up cognitive and/or emotional resources for teachers that made it possible for them to 

be more open to the experiences of the Consortium (Zaheer, McEvily, & Perrone, 1998). 

Regardless of possible mechanisms, perceptions of community may have reflected not only 

what happened within the CoP but also the workplace expectations and experiences that 

people brought with them to the CoP.

Professional Agency: Knowledge Exchange and Consortium Involvement

Higher SOC was associated strongly and consistently with greater willingness to share 

and adopt knowledge with other CoP members, and more modestly with Consortium 

involvement. We argued that both of these were important aspects of professional agency 

(Etalapelto et al., 2013) and potential inputs to changes in practice. Directors and teachers 

who perceived greater SOC were more likely to say during both years assessed that they 

would learn from and share knowledge with one another. One of the main reasons teachers 

say they participate in peer-to-peer professional development networks is to share and seek 

knowledge (Trust, 2017), but Runhaar and Sanders (2016) note that knowledge sharing can 

be seen as risky: Sharing what you know might be perceived to reduce a person’s unique 

value, could lead to being taken advantage of, or could increase negative feedback. Group 

members who feel part of a community, however, may trust others in the group and believe 

that knowledge sharing poses fewer risks. If so, SOC may be a gateway to supporting 

knowledge exchange, which ultimately may contribute to change and improvements in 

practice and program quality (Gorodetsky & Barak, 2008; Kuh, 2012; Linder 2012).
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The one exception to the observed pattern between SOC and knowledge exchange involved 

directors and emotional connections. Endorsement of stronger relationships within the 

Consortium was unrelated to director perception of either knowledge sharing or adoption. 

This is consistent with the idea that professional agency extends beyond feelings of 

connection to include actions that promote instructional quality and changes in practice 

(Edwards, 2017; Guo et al., 2011). This isn’t to say that emotional connections or 

collegiality were not present or that they weren’t important in forming community, but rather 

that learning and changes in practice that depend on learning require additional intentions 

and actions. Within organizations, the investments placed in professional development are 

effective only to the extent that learning occurs and what is learned is put into practice 

(Sankey & Machin, 2013). SOC that emerged within the Consortium may have been 

important in leveraging this investment.

SOC membership, or sense of belonging, also was associated with Consortium involvement 

for both directors and teachers (van Lankveld, Schoonenboom, Kusurkar, Beishuizen, 

Croiset, & Volman, 2016). Key elements of belonging include faith that one belongs within 

a group and is accepted by it (McMillan, 1996). This is potentially important because 

sense of belonging is central to transformation in early childhood educational practice 

(Tillett & Wong, 2018). Moreover, it was center-wide engagement rather than individual 

participation that seemed to underlie Consortium participation. Director and teacher SOC 

ratings predicted center-wide engagement for the group as a whole rather than just their 

own participation. The primary difference between the center engagement and individual 

participation measures for the directors was the attendance of teachers at the annual 

Consortium conference. Perhaps director perceptions of Consortium belonging contributed 

to direct effects of promoting teacher interest and participation. This interpretation is 

consistent with the finding that SOC was higher among teachers who spent more hours 

at their center interacting with one another and the director. Not only do management 

and employee support predict increased participation in non-mandatory professional 

development (Sankey & Machin, 2013), but also “social contagion” resulting from others’ 

motivations can influence participation in organizational activities (Scarapicchia, Sabiston, 

Andersen & Bengoechea, 2013).

Evaluation Limitations and Future Directions

Although our findings were consistent with established models of SOC and professional 

agency, it is important to note limitations that render our results descriptive. First, our 

findings are correlational and an evaluation of one particular community of practice with a 

small number of members. We provided an illustration of a possible set of relations among 

the factors explored and possible reasons for the correlations observed, but inferences about 

cause and effect or direction of relation cannot be drawn. We also were unable to test 

the relation between SOC and changes in practice or possible outcomes for children. SOC 

predicts both (Guo et al., 2011); however, we cannot say that this would have occurred 

here. Another drawback was that those who agreed to be part of the evaluation by definition 

were Consortium participators. We collected most of the information at Consortium events 

so we do not have information from non-attendees, which may have led to biases in the 

sample. Moreover, we collected information over a two-year period. Differences occurred in 
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who participated in each year, but overlap occurred as well. Finally, our evaluation included 

only the collection of quantitative data, which limits our understanding of the process by 

which SOC developed. That is, our results offer limited insight into how members came to 

trust Consortium information or specific mechanisms linking centers characteristics to SOC. 

Future work should incorporate qualitative and observational measures to better understand 

these processes.

Summary and Implications

Consistent with the goals of the Consortium, Consortium members reported generally high 

rates of SOC with directors reporting the highest SOC. SOC differences between director 

and teacher members of the Consortium speak to the role of collaboration, decision-making 

and information trust in perceptions about this CoP. At the same time, our findings indicated 

that experiences within centers may also have contributed. Moreover, SOC appeared 

important in promoting professional agency within the Consortium that may have extended 

back to the member centers, leading directors and teachers to influence and reinforce each 

other’s willingness to participate and learn, consistent with Tabak and LeBron (2017).

These findings have implications not only for the Consortium members but also its leaders. 

In addition to being intentional in building SOC within the CoP, leaders need to guide 

directors to create SOC within their own centers and bring the teachings of the CoP “home” 

to their individual programs, emphasizing both direct and indirect effects of their role within 

the center. In addition, directors should be encouraged to use within their centers the same 

practices that promote SOC and authentic learning within the CoP. Intentional promotion of 

this parallel process (Kuh, 2012) has the potential to increase significantly the effectiveness 

of professional development if the engagement is authentic. Pre-service teacher training 

might also include more information about the role of SOC in promoting quality within 

early childhood programs.

Ultimately, for center programs to implement changes in practice teachers must participate 

fully in the transformations (Conner, 2015). Consequently, the value of a director CoP like 

the Consortium may lie not only in providing support and professional development for 

the directors themselves but also in engaging their teachers (Zinsser, Denham, Curby, & 

Chazan-Cohen, 2016). Mutual engagement of an entire center may be more likely to lead to 

changes in practice than individual participation alone (Hadar & Brody, 2010).
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Figure 1. 
Possible relationships among the factors guiding the program evaluation questions.
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Table 1

Early Childcare and Education (ECE) Center Type Participants in Year 1 and 2 Assessment

Year 1 Year 2

ECE Type

Agency-Sponsored 4 7

Chartered 1 1

Corporate 4 2

Privately-Owned 3 3

University-Based 2 2

TOTAL 14 15
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Table 2

Characteristics of Director and Teacher Participants in Year 1 and Year 2 Assessment

Year 1 Year 2

Directors Teachers Directors Teachers

n % n % n % n %

Gender

Women 14 93.3 44 95.7 14 93.3 36 97.3

Men 1 6.7 2 4.3 1 6.7 1 2.7

Years’ Experience in Early Childhood

<1 a 9 19.6 0 0 5 13.5

1-3 5 10.9 1 6.7 4 10.8

3-5 4 8.7 2 13.3 7 18.9

5-15 13 28.3 5 33.3 10 27.0

>15 15 32.6 7 46.7 11 29.7

Bachelor’s Degree or Higher

Yes a 14 30.4 12 80.0 15 40.5

No 32 69.6 3 20.0 12 32.4

a
Demographic information was not collected for Directors in Year 1. See Method for more details.
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Table 3

Items and Subscales Measuring Sense of Community

Subscales Items

SOC NF The Consortium helps me fulfill my needs.

I can get what I need in the Consortium.

SOC MS I belong in the Consortium.

I feel like a member of the Consortium

SOC IN I have a say about what goes on in the Consortium.

People in the Consortium are good at influencing each other.

SOC EC I feel connected to the Consortium.

I have a good bond with others in the Consortium.

Note: SOC NF = Sense of Community Needs Fulfillment, SOC MS = Sense of Community Membership, SOC IN = Sense of Community 
Influence, SOC EC = Sense of Community Emotional Connection
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Table 5

Correlations between Sense of Community (SOC) Ratings, Trust, and Workplace Characteristics

Trust
Workplace Characteristics

Hours Per Week Perceived Support

Year 1 Year 2 Year 1 Year 2 Year 1 Year 2

Directors SOC NF .50+ .64** --- .48 .27 .44

SOC MS .21 .72** --- .37 .03 .19

SOC IN .50+ .33 --- −.17 .20 .56
*

SOC EC .36 .57* --- .36 −.01 .43

SOC Total .49+ .63* --- .33 .14 .37

Teachers SOC NF .60** .82** −.20 .35
* .34* .19

SOC MS .31* .72** −.00 .34
* .48** .38

*

SOC IN .42** .61** −.22 .43
* .35* .28

+

SOC EC .42** .75** −.10 .42
* .45** .22

SOC Total .50** .76** −.14 .41
* .41** .30

+

Note:

+
p ≤ .10

*
p ≤ .05

**
p ≤ .01

SOC NF = Sense of Community Needs Fulfillment, SOC MS = Sense of Community Membership, SOC IN = Sense of Community Influence, SOC 
EC = Sense of Community Emotional Connection
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