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‘Variations in explanatory models of community-based learning mirror variations of focus within the notion of community. At a micro level, a small group of people toils on a task, and over time accomplishes it together. In the process, individuals learn from their interactions with others, with objects of the effort, and from their own participation. At a most macro level, a widely dispersed organisation [or group] accomplishes its work, evolving, developing, and improving, through the collective contribution of generations of individuals and subgroups over time.’ (Reid and Polin 2004 p19)
This conference has adopted these two ‘extremes’ for two themes around which the conference has been structured.
 At the micro level (Theme 1) we wish to focus on learning communities in teaching/learning contexts. Learning communities in formal educational settings are most often ‘task-based’ and emphasize collaborative learning. The influence of Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of social constructivism argued for an extension of an individualistic focus on learning to one that acknowledges the importance of the contribution of others. Learning communities in educational settings are a manifestation of this idea and aim –

…to strike a balance between individuality and social connectedness…[and heighten the importance of] …the essential role that relationship, participation, reciprocity, membership and collaboration must play[in educational settings]…(Feldman 2000 p xxiii) 

At the macro level (Theme 2) learning communities can be used to describe situations where educational institutions, government bodies, industry partners and community groups work together to promote and facilitate social change. It has been asserted that-
…the rise in popularity of this view of learning communities, in the UK, was a response to world change in the late 1980’s including global economic change, the advent of the knowledge economy and the widespread availability of information and communications technology. These changes had a profound impact on urban communities… rising unemployment…cut-backs in government spending…population pressures on inner city areas … emigration…[to name just a few] ( Kilpatrick, Barrett & Jones 2003 p ii) 
Much of the literature in the area is from Europe and focuses on learning towns, learning cities and learning regions.
We are very fortunate to have members of PASCAL to present their ideas in relation to Theme 2. PASCAL has been at the forefront in work in this area and a group from PASCAL, led by Professor Michael Osborne of Stirling University in Scotland, will present their ideas through a ‘Round Table’ discussion involving members from Africa, Sweden, Canada and Australia.

Cutting across these themes is an interest in investigating the role and influence of information and communication technologies in developments in these two views of learning communities.      

