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PROFESSIONAL LEARNING COMMUNITIES IN SCHOOLS

Abstract: This review paper brings an outline of information gathered from content anal-
ysis of available scientific literature on Professional Learning Communities in schools. As it is
not a new concept in education, we feel the need to explore nowadays understanding and prac-
tical implications, both positive and negative, of this concept in schools. With the current strong
digital transformation of today’s schools, comes the need for new strategies and transformation
of approaches to empowering teachers towards efficient and sustainable collaborative work in
their professional learning communities. The aim of this research was to find new evidence that
would help neoteric researchers, education authorities and decision makers in schools to insti-
gate the use of this concept, upgrade crucial aspects of these communities and boost their effi-
ciency to better the educational process in schools. Research has shown various possibilities and
strong potential of this concept which should be considered a valuable asset of human resource
management in education.

Keywords: Management in education, Professional learning communities, Schools

Introduction

This review paper brings an outline of information gathered from content analysis of avail-
able scientific literature on Professional Learning Communities [PLC] in schools. As it is not a
new concept in education, we feel the need to explore nowadays understanding and practical im-
plications, both positive and negative, of this concept in schools. With the current strong digital
transformation of today’s schools, comes the need for new strategies and transformation of ap-
proaches to empowering teachers towards efficient and sustainable collaborative work in their
professional learning communities. Today’s educational management in schools face various, of-
ten conceptually different educational reforms that present big challenges to their operational and
strategic activities. As stated by Fullan (1995), the educational systems are in its core conservative
and any change often comes to a non-fruitful soil so it becomes, at best, a surface change. If any
change is to be executed, the transformation needs to be essential and fundamental. Therefore a
change needs to be non-partial but a change in ideas, thoughts and active participation. None of
the changes in schools can come to light if the people that do the main activity in a system are not
included in the transformation process. One of the core ideas of change in schools is professional
development (education) of teachers, often stated in school reform documents and guidelines. One
of the concepts that should be able to bypass the obstacles that the management faces are PLCs.
The fact that social areas of business, economy, anthropology, psychology and engineering are
areas where this concept also found its place, gives us additional drive to research how effective
it can be in schools and how applicable it is in our schools and how effective it has been, world-
wide. PLCs are a concept of teacher education within their working communities to enhance and
develop effective learning methods and approaches. Nowadays educational authorities seem to
forget the basis of any work related learning, meaning the importance of learning communities
in schools. PLCs in practice tend to be left to the work enthusiasm and work ethics of teachers as
well as school management; head teachers, pedagogues etc. This paper refers to recent scientific
research done on this concept as well as explore new concepts within PLCs with the recent burst
of IT usage in schools. The variety of definitions and explanations of the concept have guided us
in researching the concept’s main ideas in order to shed light on the concept itself and its possi-
bilities in nowadays virtual, IT area that schools share. Shortly said, PLC’s are regular structured
teacher meetings for the exchange of ideas, constructive dialogues and discussions, sharing good
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practices with the goal of upgrading continuity in teaching, using effective teaching strategies for
improving the pupils learning experience. The cooperative activities need to have tangible results,
be striving to improve and developing curricula for the benefit of the pupils and teachers. Ac-
cording to Pang & Wang, (2016) PLCs are a professional development strategy implemented in
many countries worldwide. IT in nowadays schools offers modern education tools and PLC con-
cepts that offer teachers and school authorities new ways of ensuring teacher development and
the achievement of teaching outcomes in everyday classes. These shouldn’t be ignored by man-
agement in education and educational decision makers, as one of the core goals of any school re-
form is to ensure teacher and pupil development towards desired learning outcomes in schools.

Theoretical Background

Professional learning communities [PLC] are a concept in education from the early ages of
education. The idea of professional learning communities originated in the business sector, ac-
cording to Walker (2002), who states that the idea organizations can learn is as old as Mary Fol-
lett’s (1924) work, Creative Experience on human relations movement in business which led to
democratic ways of relating in the workplace. W. Edwards Deming’s work in the 1940°s post war
Japan industry reform where he was called to develop effective management of work processes.
Max Weber’s systems theory (1947) derived an early understanding of the influence of the social
and organizational context in organizations. The term professional learning community (PLC)
emerged among researchers as early as the 1960°s when the concept was revised within the teach-
ing profession. The research began to become more explicit in the late 1980s and 1990s. These
ideas consequently led to Senge (1990) reintroduced the term “learning organizations” in his book
“The Fifth Discipline” and the work of, Shirley M. Hord (1997) who issued a white paper titled
“Professional Learning Communities: Communities of Continuous Inquiry and Improvement”.
Rosenholz (1989) states that in the mid 1990’s, the idea of PLC sin schools emerged with the
idea to ,,re-culture schools by examining the effects of school organization on teachers’ work and
their commitment to school improvement*. Other research (Little, 1989; Louis, Marks, & Kruse,
1994) concluded that studies focused on teacher working conditions; particularly how teachers
learn from one another in school settings influenced their job satisfaction and responsibility for
pupil learning. All of these (and many more) show a historical, continuous search for finding ef-
fective ways of using the concept of PLC in education which gives us a boost for interdisciplin-
ary scientific research of the phenomenon.

PLC’s in Schools

As these research show, the phenomenon of PLCs is a complex social structure. A topic that
needs to be understood as not just a collection of teachers working together or a social network
of educators who share stories, materials, and advice (Coburn, & Russell, 2008; Protheroe, 2008).
PLCs as a term are wrongly used to describe committees, school teams meetings or planning meet-
ings where teachers undertake data-based decision making (DuFour, 2004; Jessie, 2007). This
misconception is something that needs to be shattered or displaced from schools and education-
al institutions. PLC’s have been described in various definitions and descriptions. Bognar (2009)
depicts it as a social structure that connects what is learned with the possibility of increased in-
teraction between learners with their teachers who become participants in the learning challenge.
Lieberman et al. (2011, 16) state PLC’s are groups of teachers who “meet regularly for the pur-
poses of increasing their own learning and that of their students”. Schaap, & Bruijn (2018) state
that PLC’s are “communities within schools, composed of voluntary participating teachers facil-
itated by school principals with a specific task to accomplish as part of a larger innovation proj-
ect”. Broadie (2021,2) gives a definition of PLC’s as groups of teachers who come together to
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engage in regular, systematic and sustained cycles of inquiry-based learning, with the intention to
develop their individual and collective capacity for teaching to improve student outcomes which
other confirm; (Hairon et al. 2017, Stoll et al. 2006). As these definitions offer a wide spectrum
of this educational phenomenon we feel the need to narrow the core focus of PLC’s. With that in
mind here are the most common characteristics of PLCs: Shared values and vision; (Bolam et al.,
2005; DuFour, 2009; etc.) teachers and school management share a common vision focused on
pupils learning and personal and organizational drive to improve. Collaborative school culture;
(Bolam et al., 2005; Stoll et al., 2006; etc.); the schools collaborative efforts bring benefits to the
teachers in a way that they facilitate a mechanism for sharing responsibility for pupils learning
and a means to work together among colleagues for acommon purpose. Focus on examining out-
comes to improve student learning (DuFour, 2004; Reichstetter, 2006; etc.) PLC’s are outcome
oriented and their focus is wider than data collection and review but, if done correctly, develop
teachers’ collective efforts for outcome achievement. Shared (distributive) leadership; (Louis, &
Bryk, 1994; Mitchell, & Sackney, 2006; etc.) PLCs characteristic is the idea that school leaders/
administrators/head teachers are committed to distribute leadership and decision making among
colleagues within the teacher community to benefit the educational process. Shared personal prac-
tice (Louis, & Kruse, 1995; Wignall 1992; etc.) teachers are the main participants of PLCs. These
communities thrive to learn and work together with inquiry based activities to tackle the shared
obstacles in their teaching experiences.

These characteristics are not, or shouldn’t be a list of “wishes” but goals to achieve before and
while carrying out PLCs at schools. In addition, the many definitions of PLC may vary in “steps”
or concepts but they all have this common “note” that: teachers meet, discuss and collaborate,
use creativity, critical thinking and inquiry to benefit teaching and pupils.

In addition, our research has found that there are several concepts and approaches, for exam-
ple: Three big ideas; a focus on learning, a focus on collaboration and a focus on results (DuFour,
2007). Seven stages of PLC’s; 1) Filling the time, 2) Sharing personal practices, 4) Planning, 5)
Developing common assessment, 6) Analyzing pupil learning and 7) Reflecting on instruction
(Graham & Ferriter, 2008). Two ground assumptions (Vascio, Ross & Adams, 2008); first, it is
assumed that knowledge is situated in the day-to-day lived experiences of teachers and best un-
derstood through critical reflection with others who share the same experience (Buysse, Spark-
man, & Wesley, 2003). Second, it is assumed that actively engaging teachers in PLCs will increase
their professional knowledge and enhance pupils learning.

This content analysis of available literature shows a constant, diverse and well-developed sci-
entific interest in this concept.

IT and PLCs

Information technology has, especially in this pandemic era forced teachers to face new chal-
lenges in their profession. Dubovicki, Juki¢ & Topolovcan (2022, 155) choose a description that
teachers have “sailed” into a sea of online tools, platforms and materials to, as effectively as pos-
sible, teach classes in a digital surrounding. This fact has affected the whole educational system
worldwide. In that perspective, research was done on the usage of IT professional learning com-
munities. The data is relatively new, diverse but indicative and informative. The usage of IT in
PLCs in education, has been fairly less researched than these phenomena separately. This “com-
bination” has brought new artefacts into education and our research has shown that they are still
to be researched and evaluated. Some of the artefacts used in the available data are E portfolios
[EP], Massive open online courses [MOOC], social media and Virtual PLCs. Lim & Lee (2014)
explore Teaching e-portfolios and the development of professional learning communities. Their
research has shown that the usage of teacher E portfolios may have a plausible role in the “qual-
ity enhancement of higher education teaching and learning, and its impact on culture, beliefs,
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policies and practices in the context of implementation to build a professional learning commu-
nity.” In other words, their research has shown that the usage of this IT tool is somewhat a chal-
lenge even in higher education. Other research studies (Lyons, 1998; Stone, 1998; Wolf & Dietz,
1998; Xu, 2003) have shown that teaching e-portfolio may be used as a tool to develop PLCs
among higher education teaching staff. Xu (2003) concludes that EPs within his study, served
as a means of generating teacher “reflection and collegial sharing in the school community.” As
the data on EP is positive but scarce and not extremely indicative we feel this tool within PLCs
needs to be further researched. Social media, (Facebook, Twitter etc.) as a tool for developing
PLCs, have been researched from 2011. Goodyear, Parker, Casey (2019) examined the charac-
teristics of a specific Twitter-based professional learning community. Their research shows that
social media is a contemporary form of professional development. They state that Twitter groups
can address the clear challenges associated with teacher learning and, in turn, enhance the quali-
ty of teaching and improve student learning outcomes. Bostick (2018) concludes that social me-
dia had a positive impact on teacher perceptions of efficacy and potential retention of teachers
within PLCs. One particularly interesting research was done by Pimmer et al. (2019, 19) on Mo-
bile Instant Messaging (MIM), meaning massaging through WhatsApp and/or Viber groups. This
massive communication phenomenon and its educational use can be seen as a “genuine form of
mobile learning”, state the authors. Their results show PLCs governed and conducted with these
applications showed “lower professional isolation (during the pandemic), higher job satisfac-
tion, and the perceived transfer of school knowledge to work practice within the teacher groups
examined. This tool has been studied to a limited extent up to date. MOOC:s are a fairly well re-
searched digital tool (Sai & Siraj (2015); Milligan & Littlejohn (2014); Akoglu, Lee & Kellogg,
(2019) etc.) used for PLCs. According to Chen et al. (2020), MOOCs, which became a globally
used IT educational tool for teachers in the era of the pandemic, are recognized as a potential con-
tributor to teacher personal development. Massive online courses have been a source for teach-
er education for some time. There are several MOOC platforms (Teacher academy, Futurelearn,
Coursera, edX, etc.), some free and some commercial, that offer and provide such opportunities
to the teacher population worldwide. All of these digital tools that offer teachers possibility to
have a functional PLC show how the development of IT in education, meaning schools, should
enable school leaders to actively advice teachers to use these possibilities to enhance their digi-
tal teaching skills and knowledge.

Research Methodology

As stated before, the goal of this paper is to find new evidence on PLC’s that would help mod-
ern researchers, education authorities and decision makers in schools to instigate the use of this
concept, upgrade crucial aspects of these communities and boost their efficiency to better the ed-
ucational process in schools. With that in mind, we explored nowadays understanding and prac-
tical implications, both positive and negative, of this concept in schools. In addition, with the
current strong digital transformation of today’s schools, comes the need for new strategies and
transformation of approaches to empowering teachers towards efficient and sustainable collab-
orative work in their professional learning communities. This educational phenomena has been
researched during the period of March 2021 and April 2022 with content analysis of available
scientific literature on the concept of PLC itself as well as modern prospects of these communi-
ties in light of information technology in schools worldwide.

All of these have raised 2 crucial research questions:

RQ1: Are PLC’s a concept that can effectively raise the quality of the educational process in
schools?

RQ2: What are the prospects of teacher IT usage for PLC’s?
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Positive answers should help deepen the understanding of the PLC’s and the usage of IT with-
in this educational concept in schools.

Discussion & Results

In our search for our RQ1 answers the search was confined to scientific data on the effective-
ness of PLC’s as means to raise the quality of the educational process in schools. Data collected
shows PLC’s are effective in raising the quality of education. As collaborative ways of develop-
ing personal education of teachers, PLC’s consequently lead to better academic and personal suc-
cess of pupils as stated in (Bolam et al. 2005: Dogan & Adams 2018; Lee, 2020; McMahon, &
Thomas, 2006; Reynolds, 2016; Stoll, Vescio et. al., 2008; and Watson, 2012; etc.). All of these
authors, and many others, advise the usage of PLCs in education. Nevertheless, they also criti-
cally question various aspects of this concept. Watson (2012, 27) questions this paradox “ideal”
concept of PLCs. He states that the easy, "assumptions that underpin the notion of community
are not self-evident truths which lead inexorably to enhanced professional learning and school
improvement. Critical and comprehensive research done in this work concludes PLCs have a po-
tentially significant role to play in nowadays dynamic organizational processes, he states that they
can “shake” the rigid approach to education in schools, organizational and personal towards the
teachers “but in order to achieve this it might need to re-examine the meanings attached to those
three purposefully chosen words”. Stoll, McMahon, & Thomas (2006) choose an approach that
the effectiveness of PLCs should be judged in three ways: impact on students’ learning; impact
on the professional learning, work experience, and morale of the staff; and the extent to which
PLC characteristics were in place and leaders were using PLC processes. In other words they “un-
pack” it with three main parts: pupils, teachers and school leaders. This spreads the effectiveness
to three school artefacts which could be separately researched. Authors conclude with the idea
that what is required is continual and sustainable professional learning and improvement, sharp-
ly directed at pupils’ learning. This task, they believe, is critical for education leaders at all lev-
els. Reynolds (2016, 11) examines PLCs positive effects. She states that her research has shown
how “strong professional learning communities ensure that school and system goals align with
the importance of student achievement*. She also emphasizes the importance of head teachers and
their role(s) in effective PLCs as they ought to be “trustworthy leaders”. Lee (2020, 206) exam-
ines the effectiveness of PLCs and finds that “professional learning communities have a positive
effect on teacher efficacy” but also concludes that school organizational culture is a better predic-
tor than PLCs. Bolam et al. (2005) offer a wide and comprehensive research on the effectiveness
and possible models of effective professional learning communities and assess the generalizabil-
ity and transferability of such models. They conclude PLCs should be seriously consider by ed-
ucation leaders for adopting the PLC approach and the methodology. Vescio et al (2008) offer a
literature review paper on the impact of PLCs to pupils and teacher achievement. Their research
concludes the positive sides of PLCs; as far as the “possibility of shifting educational paradigms”
for teachers and pupils but the research needs to have “Rigorous reporting of research method-
ology is essential if we are to build a credible justification for the resources necessary to sustain
PLCs.” As this paper is somewhat limited we consider the research to be extremely motivational
for further research and discoveries. Dogan & Adams (2018, 21) state that there are some ques-
tionable methodology research done in thirteen papers they covered but, nevertheless, state that
“PLCs remain a powerful format for teacher learning to thrive”. So, if we can wish to summarize
the researched data, negative aspects of PLCs are best depicted by Bolam et al. (2005). In their
research paper, they offer a focused “list” of downsides/obstacles to successful PLC implemen-
tation: a) Staff resistance to change; b) resources (time) and budget being dependent on central
and local policies; and c) staff turnover, especially at the leadership level.
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At the same time, we conclude, guided by the researched data and the experience of the au-
thor of this article that this educational concept has reinforcing, current and “state of the art”
strong points:

» derives its effectiveness in continuous and substantial scientific research;

» it is based on social learning; cooperative activities are considered desirable in modern

educational settings;

it is stimulus for teachers; teachers claim “ownership” of the work done in PLCs;

it sends progressive methodical impulses; It is in line with modern lifelong learning aspi-

rations towards self-regulated learning in groups;

» derives the need for transformative (pedagogical) leadership; visible in nowadays tenden-

cies in school leadership.

The search for answers to our RQ2, IT in PLCs has shown clear evidence that the usage of
IT in PLCs offers a wide spectrum of possibilities. This answers our RQ2; yes, there are (some)
prospects for teachers to use IT in PLCs. We also found that this is area has not been thoroughly
researched. MOOCs in PLCs have been found to be most often and plausible to be used, but as our
research shows, they still need to be analyzed, researched and developed to have a have a scien-
tific basis for use in schools within PLCs. If we consider that Varga, Peko & Geiger (2018) state
“future-oriented thinking, critical and creative thinking, classroom management skills and respon-
sible decision-making” are the future of education, PLCs offer an educational “setting” that can
trigger the teachers to thrive and succeed an all of these. IT can be of assistance as a form of “fill-
ing” in the possible social obstacles (like the pandemic). In short, we would advise more and anal-
ysis, research and development of IT in PLCs especially with the use of Future studies methods.

Both of the researched educational artefacts, PLCs and IT in PLCs consider a common basis,
collaboration. If we take into consideration that many researchers (Slater & Ravid, 2010; Law-
son (2004) Goulet et.al. (2003); etc.); have proven that collaboration has a positive affect to ed-
ucation and learning, it can be downsized to a single paraphrase; Effective collaboration among
teachers affects student achievement in a positive manner when collective inquiry focuses on the
right work (DuFour et al., 2010).

Conclusion

First we wish to address the use of IT in our schools which has been rising and it is a current
fact, scientific interest on its aspects is rising every day. IT in PLCs on the other hand, has very
little data to be explored. That doesn’t mean it cannot or shouldn’t be used for PLCs. It shows that
more research needs to be done to clear the information surrounding it and defining and evalu-
ating the prospects of it. In addition to these beneficial side(s) of this concept, we mustn’t forget
that very few research has been done on the downsides of the concept. In this way, a clear indica-
tion for the need of future research of IT in PLCs is needed for future prospects of education. In
addition, the usage of IT in PLCs needs further research done to confirm the usefulness of com-
bining these two concepts. Secondly, our research has shown how the concept of PLCs in educa-
tion has been proven to have positive influence on the development of innovative ideas, creativity
and cooperative ventures of schools teachers. Evidence shows how effective and beneficial it is
to: the development of curricular content, usage of innovative methods in teaching, cooperative
and inclusive decision making among teachers, raise of democracy and that it benefits school
management. It has also vivid that this concept, if done properly, influences school culture and
overall hidden curricula within schools. All of this data shows that PLC’s have the capacity and
scientific background that should encourage school leaders, head teachers and the education au-
thorities to include this concept into teacher education within schools. This also leads to the need
of including this concept into future teacher education, meaning teacher colleges and universities.
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There should be research done on the real, everyday situations, especially in our south east region
of Europe for the reason of very little or none done so far. It is possible that PLCs are organized
in schools in this geographical area but, there is no clear evidence of it. Also, there is very little
evidence, if they are being conducted properly, on their work or visible scientific data that con-
firms their existence. Finally, we conclude that PLC’s should and could be the future of teacher
education within their schools and institutions. If its strong points, previously offered would be
considered, if all the characteristic of an effective PLC have been met prior to the practical im-
plementation, the results will come. These results can have the desired effect on pupils, teachers
and consequently head teachers, which will surely be beneficial to the educational process in our
schools. With that in mind, this paper offers vivid content analysis of various aspects of PLCs.
This should guide educational leaders, decision makers and management in education to include
this concept into future development of education in south east Europe.
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INITIAL EDUCATION AND PROFESSIONAL TRAINING OF TEACHERS
THROUGH PEDAGOGICAL FACULTIES

Abstract: The initial education of teachers represents the basic part of the preparation of the
teaching staff. This phase is just a prerequisite for starting the career development of the class
teacher, which continues through permanent education.

The functionally established continuity between initial education and vocational training
presupposes quality. For these reasons, the pedagogical faculties are the most appropriate insti-
tutions that are also responsible for the entire approach of the creation and development of the
teacher’s profile.

The subject and purpose of the research in this paper refer to the following: analysis of the
current situation in our country regarding the systematic professional development of primary
school teachers in the primary school and determining a system of thematically structured activi-
ties and trainings for the teaching staff, which would be realized at the pedagogical faculties. Ac-
cording to the goal, we determine the operational tasks and hypotheses, as well as the research
methods, techniques and instruments that will be listed in the paper.

Through the research we have acquired specific data on what types of training teachers need
to actively participate in. From the ranking of the received answers by frequency, it is evident that
the teachers need training most, which refers to modern models and strategies of teaching work.
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