
Chapter 16
Fostering Teachers’ Professional
Development Through Collaboration
in Professional Learning Communities

G.M. Steyn

Abstract Emerging models for continuing professional development of teachers
engage teachers in a collaborative learning through professional learning commu-
nities (PLC) as a way to spur their professional development and empowerment,
and correspondingly, lead to positive changes in teaching practices and student
learning. Learning communities are created in these collaborative models where
teachers debate theoretical principles, share insights about their teaching and
learning, design new instructional strategies, experiment new ideas in classrooms
and reflect on results. Models such as Wenger’s “community of practice”, Hord’s
Professional Learning Community, Katz and Earl’s collaboration model and Pedder
and Opfer’s professional learning model will be described. Schools can support
teacher learning by promoting collaboration, team learning and collegial dialogue
among staff, creating continuous learning opportunities, instituting systems to learn
and to share learning. This study explored how a South African primary school
succeeded in implementing and developing a PLC culture to empower its teachers
to improve their learning and that of their students. Key factors in the success of the
school’s PLC were the leadership of the principal, who acknowledged the necessity
for a collaborative learning culture, and the fact that the school had strong and
experienced teaching staff who were committed to quality teaching and learning.

16.1 Introduction

Education authorities have recently focused on enhancing and unlocking the pro-
fessional capacity of teachers by providing high-quality quality continuous pro-
fessional development (CPD) activities (Brouwer 2011; Godbold 2013; Nehring
and Fitzsimons 2011). Studies also confirm that teacher collaboration offers
opportunities for empowering teachers and improving teachers’ practice and student
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learning (Alrubail 2015; Christiansen and Robey 2015; DuFour 2014; DuFour and
Reeves 2015; Forte and Flores 2014; Herbert and Rainford 2014; Poulos et al.
2014; UNESCO report 2014; Watson 2014).

The movement towards professional teacher communities within schools grew
from the idea that individual teachers cannot be taken out of their school envi-
ronment in order to train, empower and change them and then put back into the
same school environment and be expected to change that environment. Instead,
teachers require teacher communities within the school where they can learn
together and apply that learning to their classroom practice. The emphasis in such
learning communities should be on empowering teachers and developing their
professional knowledge and skills and classroom practices for the sake of quality
teaching and learning. It is therefore important that school administrators and
teachers recognise and act on the increased significance of collaborative learning in
professional learning communities (PLCs) in schools.

Various policy initiatives have attempted to improve the quality of teaching and
learning in South Africa (Republic of South Africa 2007, 2011, 2012). The pro-
posed professional learning model in the Integrated Strategic Planning Framework
for Teacher Education and Development (2011–2025) that focuses on teacher
collaboration in teams (Republic of South Africa 2011) was of particular interest for
this study. Considering the numerous challenges South African teachers face, PLCs
may empower teachers to improve their teaching methods, to share their beliefs and
experiences and ultimately to promote their own learning and that of their students.

Studies show that there has been much development in understanding the phe-
nomenon of a “professional learning community”, but that there is not enough
empirical research that can shed light on implementing and sustaining PLCs in
schools. This study explored how a South African primary school succeeded in
implementing and developing a PLC culture to empower its teachers to improve
their learning and that of their students.

16.2 Conceptual Framework

The notion “professional learning community” has emerged from organisational
theory and human relations and focuses on the (1) continual, intentional and col-
laborative learning that arises (2) among a cohesive teacher team (3) that empha-
sises shared knowledge and skills (4) within a caring and affectionate school culture
that penetrates the professional lives of school administrators, teachers and their
students (5) to eventually promote teacher empowerment as well as teacher and
student learning (Huffman and Hipp 2003; Gaspar 2010).

Different lenses were used in the study to shed light on the phenomenon, PLC.
Wenger’s social learning theory primarily regards learning as the active, social
participation of members within communities of practice (CoPs) and focuses on
individuals and also social structures that enable these individuals to learn (Wenger
1999). Team members in CoPs have a shared vision, a clear learning focus and a
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shared skill and knowledge base, and they have developed procedures for review
and reflection within their particular community. Leadership also plays a key role
by providing appropriate infrastructures and the necessary resources for such CoPs
to prosper (Wenger 2001) and for teachers to be empowered (Alrubail 2015).
Moreover, Godbold (2013) states the teacher empowerment cannot be imposed by
school leaders—they need to cultivate it.

Wenger’s social learning theory (1998) identifies three main elements in a
community of practice (CoP):

1. Mutual engagement delineates the way in which members in a CoP function (Li
et al. 2009). Mutual commitment is deepened when such a community takes
responsibility for its own learning and empowerment (Wenger 2000). It implies
that team members should know each other well enough to interact productively
and to identify the individuals who may be of assistance when required.

2. Shared repertoire is a common set of resources, language and understandings to
facilitate and negotiate professional learning among team members (Li et al.
2009; Wenger 1998). Within their CoPs members develop customary ways of
cooperating and forming personal relationships (Brouwer et al. 2012).

3. Joint enterprise is the joint processes within which team members work to
understand and share goals (Li et al. 2009; Wenger 1998).

A second lens used in the study was that of the professional learning committee
(PLC), as outlined in Hord’s framework (1997). Hord (1997) defines a PLC as a
team of teachers and school administrators who meet regularly and share their
learning and then act on what they have learnt. Hord (1997) identifies five critical
attributes of a PLC:

1. Supportive and shared leadership: Studies show a strong leadership presence in
schools where PLCs function effectively (Christiansen and Robey 2015;
Nkengbeza 2014; Outhouse 2012). To transform a school into a PLC therefore
requires the endorsement of school leadership to actively initiate and nurture the
whole school’s professional development, to share leadership and ensure
teachers’ commitment and to remove obstacles that hinder teacher collaboration
(Gaspar 2010; Terry 2013). School administrators need to model a vision of
teacher collaboration, communicate confidence in teachers’ competence and
create time and structures to promote teacher collaboration (Piccardi 2005).

2. Shared values and vision: A shared vision and values guide all decisions and
lead to required norms of behaviour for staff members (Nkengbeza 2014;
Watson 2014). Collaborative models of professional development encourage
pooled intelligence and collegial respect, commitment and trust among teachers
that focus on student performance (Williams 2010).

3. Individual and collective learning: Interdependence among team members,
where they learn individually and collectively, is considered a requirement for
successful teacher communities. It implies that team members engage in a deep
professional dialogue about subject knowledge and/or professional skills
(Herbert and Rainford 2014; Watson 2014).

16 Fostering Teachers’ Professional Development Through … 243



4. Shared personal practice: Hord (1997: 6) regards this attribute as a component of
the “peers helping peers” process. When teachers share their practices, they
address the needs of their students, identify solutions to professional challenges,
stimulate professional dialogue and assist in building one another’s expertise
(Herbert and Rainford 2014). Moreover, sharing their practice is built on mutual
trust and respect (Fulton and Britton 2011).

5. Supportive conditions: Hord (1997) distinguishes between two types of sup-
portive condition: physical and human. The physical conditions comprise school
policies and schedules, frequent team meetings and appropriate processes for
professional dialogue and communication (Jaquith 2013; Terry 2013). The
human conditions encompass the willingness of teachers to work collectively
and to accept constructive feedback on their practice (Greer 2012).

When examining the development of PLCs, it is important to look at the stages of
such development. DuFour, DuFour and Eaker in Reynolds (2008) identify four
stages of PLC development: (1) the pre-initiation stage when teachers have not yet
established a shared vision that is linked to student performance; (2) the initiation
stage when teams are created and teachers address the idea of a PLC development;
(3) the developing stage when most of the teachers accept and take ownership of the
idea of a PLC development; and (4) the sustaining phase when teachers become
willing and fully committed to use their professional community as a way to
promote student performance.

16.3 Research Design and School Context

Based on a longitudinal study carried out since 2010 in the school, this school was
purposively selected since it revealed promising data on the way in which PLCs
developed in the school. The school in the study is a large, urban primary school
within a middle-class community in South Africa with approximately 1850 students
and 106 teachers at the time of the study. The school received the prestigious
“Inviting School” award from the International Alliance of Invitational Education
(IE) for manifesting the 5Ps (people, places, policies, programmes and processes) in
the school (Purkey and Novak 2008). In essence, employing IE means developing
and sustaining a welcoming school environment that is founded on respect, trust,
optimism, intentionality and care for the sake of personal growth of all role players
and increased learning outcomes (Shaw et al., n.d.).

During the tenure of the previous principal, the school showed among other
things the school’s focus on the professional development of individual teachers
(Steyn 2009, 2010). However, with his appointment in 2010, the new principal
refocused teachers’ professional development on teacher collaboration by initiating
a collaborative learning culture in the school (Steyn 2014a, b, c, 2015a, b). The
principal started by instituting both vertical and horizontal teacher collaborative
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structures that included the whole school team, various departmental teaching teams
and teaching teams within the various grades.

Tables 16.1 and 16.2 reveal the Numeracy and Literacy (Home language) results
of the school in the study compared to those of South African schools (Republic of
South Africa Republic of South Africa 2014), which show that the average per-
formance of students in the school was significantly higher than that of averages in
the rest of South Africa, particularly in Mathematics. Grade 3 Mathematics had the
highest score in the ANA results in 2014. The high performance in Mathematics
can be attributed to, among other things, the fact that the school reduced the number
of students in this subject to 15 per class from Grades 4 to 7.

Although this study referred to a previous quantitative study in Steyn (2014a)
which focused on the realisation of the five major attributes of a PLC, this study
employed a qualitative approach. Qualitative data collection methods during 2015
included a focus group interview with selected teachers and various individual
interviews with the principal and staff members. In the analysis of data, the five
attributes of Hord’s framework (1997) were used to explain the findings. Ethical
approval for the study was obtained from the Gauteng Department of Education and
the University of South Africa.

16.4 Findings

Based on Hord’s framework, the findings describe the role of shared and supportive
leadership; a common vision and values; collective learning and sharing the
responsibility for student learning; shared personal practice; and continuous
improvement and supportive conditions.

Table 16.1 Annual national assessment results ANA (2014) for Mathematics in South Africa and
the school (in percentages)

South Africa Case study school

Grade 4 37 68

Grade 5 37 68

Grade 6 43 80

Table 16.2 Annual national assessment results (2014) for Literacy (Home language) in South
Africa and the school (in percentages)

South Africa Case study school

Grade 4 57 68

Grade 5 57 68

Grade 6 63 80
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16.4.1 Shared and Supportive Leadership

The school principal played a key role when he instituted a PLC in the school.
During his first year in office he realised that teachers worked in “very isolated”
conditions and that the school had “little islands of excellence” (Steyn 2015a: 166).
He had two major concerns: (1) to break the tradition of independence among and
also in grades and (2) to improve the academic performance in the school by
focusing on the learning of teachers and students (Steyn 2015a). He therefore took
the initiative to initiate a PLC culture in the school. Changing the independent
culture was a “huge challenge” for the principal and difficult for the teachers, but he
considered it to be an “adapt or die” case (Steyn 2015a: 168).

The survey showed that 84.61% of teachers agreed that the principal consistently
involved them in decision-making processes and that teachers valued the principal’s
shared and supportive leadership approach in creating a PLC (Steyn 2014a). Since
2011 many teachers have bought into the idea and taken “ownership” of collabo-
ration (Steyn 2015c). The principal humbly viewed himself as “the cog in that big
machine”, but respected the crucial role of teachers in the successful teacher col-
laboration (Steyn 2015a: 165).

16.4.2 A Common Vision and Values

When the principal initially took office he realised that the school’s vision was too
elaborate. The school then collectively developed a vision to be “the best school”
that revealed the ultimate ideal for the school: “The barefoot, fun, performance
school with a Christian character that strives towards excellence and aims to
develop each child in totality” (Steyn 2013: 6).

In particular, the principal placed a high premium on improved academic per-
formance in the school (Steyn 2013) which was supported by 84.31% of the
teachers (Steyn 2014a). In order to address this shared goal, the principal placed a
strong focus on teacher collaboration. He succinctly explained his stance (Steyn
2015a: 168):

Success in the classroom depends 100% on teacher collaboration … We are driving an idea
… which is so fragile that if there is no continuity and collaboration you will not get to the
final destination. … if we don’t collaborate, we fail them [the students].

Apart from the focus on student learning, the principal made a firm commitment to
the shared values of love, excellence, respect, integrity and faith that he had “in-
herited”, but felt that it was also necessary to deliberately inculcate these values.
Appropriate symbols in five pictures were then developed to illustrate these five
values, which were displayed throughout the school. Moreover, every teacher in the
school had to ensure that each of these values was inculcated for a 2-month period
during the year in their classes.
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16.4.3 Collective Learning and Sharing the Responsibility
for Student Learning

Teachers’ commitment to collective learning removed the isolation between
teachers in and among grades which was confirmed by 86.54% of teachers in the
survey (Steyn 2014a). The principal succinctly explained:

Without professional collaboration, there can be no growth; no advancement; no devel-
opment … The whole is more than the parts, and the system cannot function if all the parts
do not work together … Everything is interconnected, and thrives and succeeds when in
collaboration with other systems within the school.

The notion of interdependence in their PLC was echoed by many teachers during
interviews. For them, collaboration was necessary to measure their own profes-
sionalism and also to ensure their own professional empowerment and develop-
ment. Moreover, teachers stated that being part of a learning community meant that
they had opportunities to collectively generate creative ways to solve problems and
to share certain subject-related responsibilities, which was seen as a welcome relief
for teachers, considering their challenging workload.

16.4.4 Shared Personal Practice and Continuous
Improvement

The principal believed that it was human nature for people not to share their
“intellectual property” and also wanted them to stop their “ridiculous” competi-
tiveness (Steyn 2015a: 168). His strategy paid off when he instituted PLCs, where a
lot of sharing, discussion and reflection took place. Sharing practices in the school
occurred when teachers used the Integrated Quality Management System in
classroom observations; 86.54% of teachers valued the feedback they received from
peers after such observations (Steyn 2014a). With the introduction of the
Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement (Republic of South Africa 2011),
teachers engaged in professional dialogue when they had to design new lesson
plans and worksheets. The spirit among team members was usually of such a nature
that teachers felt comfortable making contributions. Their often diverse perspec-
tives were respected and these insights contributed to a more holistic view of any
given issue under discussion.

16.4.5 Supportive Conditions

Structural conditions and conditions that fostered human relationships in the school
created conducive conditions for individual and collective learning to occur.

16 Fostering Teachers’ Professional Development Through … 247



Regarding the structural conditions in the school, well-structured avenues in the
form of formal horizontal and vertical teams were arranged in the school’s time-
table. Team meetings occurred during assembly and test periods for the different
grades and quarterly among the grades in the different departments. This arrange-
ment not only allowed for continuity between different grades but also consistency
within classes in particular grades. The school also provided the necessary teaching
equipment such as computers, interactive whiteboards and data projectors to sup-
port teachers. Various training opportunities, depending on the needs of teachers,
were constantly offered to empower teachers. A teacher commented that she could
not think of “any other school that provided such support” in the form of collab-
orative learning and that she was “grateful” to belong to this school.

Although a high level of collaboration occurred in the school, both the principal
and teachers expressed the need to have more frequent formal structured meetings.
Although the school had been creative in scheduling team meetings, it remained a
huge challenge to find ample time in the existing tight school programme for
teacher collaboration.

Supportive conditions for PLCs also include the development of positive, caring
and productive relationships in the school, which 92.16% of teachers confirmed in
the survey (Steyn 2014a). Teachers valued a feeling of “togetherness” among
colleagues that they regarded as of “inestimable” value. For the principal, the
school had developed into a “brotherhood … where teachers cry together when it is
difficult” since the introduction of PLCs (Steyn 2015a: 170).

As can be expected of individuals, differences sometimes occurred in the teams.
In such cases, teachers preferred to address these problems as soon as possible and,
if possible, in person. Nevertheless, the principal and teachers valued differences of
opinion, but believed that they had to be properly managed so that set goals can be
attained.

16.5 Discussion of Findings

In line with the study by Wells (2014), this study showed that by positioning
teachers as professionals within PLCs, the school was able to empower teachers by
improving their learning and that of their students. The transformation into a PLC
required the principal’s leadership to actively cultivate the whole staff’s profes-
sional development (Evans 2014; Fulton and Britton 2011; Terry 2013). In essence,
it was the principal’s innovative and ongoing leadership that seemed to have had
the most significant effect on changing the school culture (Evans 2014; Jaquith
2013; Outhouse 2012; Nkengbeza 2014; Terry 2013). Furthermore, it was impor-
tant for the principal to capitalise on the expertise of teachers and build teacher
leaderships to create and sustain effective PLCs in the school. By doing this, the
principal showed that he adhered to the IE assumptions of respect and optimism
(Purkey and Siegel 2003).
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Teachers at the school bought into the idea of teacher collaboration. Teachers’
collaborative activities in the school corresponded to the work of Pedder and Opfer
(2011), where teachers regularly engaged in professional dialogue, observed each
other and obtained valuable feedback on their teaching practice. The findings also
support Wenger’s joint enterprise, where team members worked in understanding
and sharing goals (Wenger 1998). Teachers’ commitment to a shared goal is
regarded as a key characteristic of effective professional learning teams (Hord 1997;
Nkengbeza 2014). Other studies also confirm the necessity of a shared goal, and
that teachers should be inspired to attain this shared goal (Fulton and Britton 2011;
Greer 2012; Jaquith 2013).

As far as Hord’s (1997) third attribute—individual and collective learning—is
concerned, the school succeeded in building a PLC. In their professional engage-
ment, teachers enhanced both their individual and collective practices and ulti-
mately the performance of students (DuFour 2014; Poulos et al. 2014; Forte and
Flores 2014; Watson 2014). A recognised advantage of teacher collaboration in
PLCs lies in the notion of “pooled intelligence” (Williams 2010: 4. Moreover, the
findings reveal the presence of the mutual engagement and shared repertoire of
Wenger’s social learning theory, since team members employed various methods to
actively interact and engage in their teams (Wenger 1998). In sharing their pro-
fessional experiences, teachers extend their interpretations of classroom practices
beyond those that were individually established. The focus on continuity and
communication in this school also changed the previously isolated structures in the
school. This study therefore supports Wenger’s (2007: 1, 2) community of practice
model, which emphasises the importance of teachers’ joint enterprise.

The findings reveal the existence of supportive conditions and therefore confirm
the existence of the two sets of factors of Hord’s model (1997)—namely supportive
structures and relationships in the school (Huffman and Hipp 2003: 12). The school
structured various formal PLCs and the principal played a key role in creating the
supportive structures for teacher collaboration. However, finding appropriate time
for staff to collaborate in PLCs within a school’s time-table, as shown in this study,
is often cited as a barrier to an effective PLC (Terry 2013). Evans (2014) therefore
states that principals need to understand the interventions required to ensure the
most suitable strategies for professional development of staff.

The intentionally structured teams brought teachers together and assisted them to
form close personal and professional relationships (Forte and Flores 2014). Their
mutual engagement also connected them in ways that were deeper than mere
“superficial similarities” (Brouwer 2011) and also broke down their previous iso-
lation (Pedder and Opfer 2011). Furthermore, teachers’ mutual engagement
revealed a feeling of belongingness, cohesiveness and interdependence that was
based on the presence of trust in and respect for each other (Fulton and Britton
2011). In the presence of trust and respect, teachers felt free to participate and share
experiences (Katz and Earl 2010; Purkey and Novak 2008). The findings, however,
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showed that teachers sometimes experienced disagreements, which Wenger (1998)
also acknowledges in communities of practice. The teachers nevertheless solved
their differences in an amicable way for the sake of their shared goal (Greer 2012).
Moreover, Brouwer (2011) believes that the joint enterprise in communities of
practice may be more productive when diversity exists among team members.

When the developmental levels of a PLC in this school were considered, the
findings showed that the school to a large extent operated on the developing stage
of DuFour et al. (as cited in Reynolds 2008; Steyn 2015b). It had progressed from
the pre-initiation and initiation stage in 2010 when the PLC was established to the
developing stage, and when teachers bought into the idea of a PLC and collectively
attempted to attain the shared vision of improved teaching and learning. Key factors
in the success of the PLC in the school were the principal, who saw the necessity
for introducing a collaborative learning culture in the school, and the fact that the
school had strong and experienced teaching staff who were committed to quality
teaching and learning. Being an Inviting School that continued to adhere to the
assumptions of the IE approach was another promising factor in introducing a
teacher learning community in the school.

16.6 Conclusion

The findings from this case study reveal how the school succeeded in introducing
and developing a PLC to the level of the developmental stage of a PLC. The
establishment of a collaborative school culture in the study manifested in a number
of ways:

1. The school principal played a key role in initiating and developing a culture of
teacher collaboration.

2. Formal collaborative structures in the form of PLCs and appropriate scheduled
meetings were instituted in the school programme.

3. Instituting PLCs required teachers to take ownership of the idea, which also
involved shared goals, trust, respect and continuous professional dialogue.

4. The development of the collaborative school culture required a willingness and
commitment among teachers to sustain the PLCs.

Although this case study reveals the manifestation of PLCs within a particular
school context, it is important to understand that schools that consider moving
towards a more collaborative structure need to customise the implementation of a
PLC to suit their particular needs and circumstances. The only requirement in
making professional learning a reality is that the principal and teachers acknowl-
edge that it is in their power to make a difference in the quality of their own
professional learning and that of their students.
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