Supporting engineering students’ development of professional identity through online community-of-practice during work-placements
Introduction. Although the use of community-of-practice (COP) is increasingly common in higher education, there is particularly little research on COP in Engineering Education (Berthoud & Glester, 2018). Research has also shown that developing students’ sense of professional identity is important, given a strong engineering identity leads to students’ enhanced motivation and retention in engineering programs (Luois & Matusovich, 2011). Within engineering programs, work-placements are crucial work-integrated learning (WIL) components where students engage in real work environments and develop their professional identity. Students, however, are commonly placed individually in disparate locations, whilst facing challenges to optimal learning. 
Aims. This study aims to examine how engagement in an online Facebook community-of-practice dedicated for engineering students on work-placements supports them in developing engineering professional identity. 

Methods. This WIL research is underpinned by Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory of learning, which acknowledges the role of social interactions and contexts in students’ development of professional identity. Using a case-study method, data generated include focus-group discussions with 16 engineering students prior to work-placements, their online posts in a closed Facebook COP during work-placements, and individual interviews post work-placements.
Results. Emergent findings reveal the students found the COP useful in providing an avenue for ‘healthy discussions’ on what they are ‘all learning’ and the challenges facing them. Findings also show evidence of students’ development of engineering ‘sociotechnical’ professional identity, which includes the ‘technicist’ identity concerned with technical (hard) engineering skills and the ‘heterogenous’ identity concerned with social (soft) engineering skills. 
Discussion. The findings have implications for designing COP and optimising WIL during work-placements to support engineering students’ construction of professional identity.
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