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School resources

An introduction to professional  
learning communities

Since the late 1980s, educational researchers have identified professional learning communities (PLCs) 
as a key factor used by effective schools to improve outcomes for students. The term ‘professional 
learning community’ is used to describe the way in which teachers engage in professional development 
in a collaborative, interactive and ongoing way, in contrast to traditional models of professional 
development which is developed by outside experts and delivered to teachers. Other terms that have 
used to describe this idea include professional learning group, collaborative learning communities, 
critical friends group, and community of practice. 

In addition to the range of names, there is a range of definitions of professional learning communities 
and how they operate, although there are common themes across the literature: 

• The main purpose of PLCs is to improve teacher practice in order to improve outcomes for students

• Teachers work together in a collaborative way for their professional development

• Teachers share, and inquire into, their teaching practice

•  Discussions are evidence based, using data such as student voice, lesson observations and student 

achievement data as well as empirical research

•  In order to be effective, PLCs require robust discussion and challenge, rather than reinforcing the 

status quo

• PLCs leverage the expertise and diversity of the group for the learning of all in the group

• The work of a PLC is an ongoing process of improvement

The state of the evidence
PLCs have been linked to school improvement and successful school reform1. Research has found 

that when school communities are collaborative, innovative and underpinned by a common vision of 

increasing achievement for all students, teachers experience greater growth and development than 

schools with collegial cultures that lack such a vision2. There is an abundance of empirical evidence that 

demonstrates the links between PLC participation and positive outcomes for teachers such as increased 

efficacy and shared practices. 

However, PLC research has been critiqued for its reliance on teacher self-report data and the lack of 

studies that measure outcomes for students. With many factors affecting student achievement such 

as prior achievement, socio-economic status, and variation between cohorts, it can be difficult to 
reliably measure the impact of PLCs on student achievement. Instead, PLC research tends to evaluate 

performance against key components of PLCs such as collegial trust and shared vision, and rely on 

the few studies that link PLC components to student achievement. Studies that do report on outcomes 

for students (either academic or non-academic) have shown mixed results ranging from small to large 

effect sizes3
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Setting up an effective PLC
PLCs take time to develop and often progress through several stages, from beginning to mature 

communities, as they increasingly demonstrate attributes such as shared responsibility for student 

achievement. In order to effectively implement a PLC, one of the first tasks is to ensure the right school 

culture. In schools with a strong professional environment that includes peer collaboration and a culture 

of mutual trust, respect, and commitment to student achievement, teacher effectiveness is measurably 

greater (in terms of impact on student achievement) than for schools with a weak professional 

environment4. The key features of a culture that supports effective PLCs are:

Shared values and a vision focused on student learning
A focus on raising student achievement is a key purpose of PLCs5. A shared vision focused on student 

learning has been found to influence collegial trust and sharing of teaching practices, and has been 
identified in frameworks that guide PLC formation and development and used as a measures of PLC 
effectiveness6. Involving staff, parents and the wider community in creating the vision for student 

learning has been shown to increase commitment7.

Trust
Trust is essential for effective sustainable PLCs8 and schools with greater trust between staff are 

more likely to positively impact student achievement9. Trust is a foundation for genuine (rather than 

contrived) collegiality, and enables teacher learning and wellbeing. Trust in colleagues has been 

positively associated with shared practices, collaboration, teachers’ level of commitment to students 

and factors such as deprivatised practice that have been linked to teachers’ professional learning. Key 

qualities associated with trust include interpersonal respect, personal regard for others, competency 

and integrity10.

Collective responsibility and shared leadership
Collective responsibility refers to the degree to which teachers within a school take on responsibility for 

student outcomes. When collective responsibility is high, this positively influences teacher expectations, 
which in turn positively impacts student achievement11. Teachers’ collective responsibility is higher in 

schools where teachers feel supported by their principal, and can be built through ‘inclusive’ or shared 

leadership where teachers feel trusted to make decisions about their practice and have the responsibility 

and agency to drive PLC discussions12. It should be noted that, while shared leadership is important, 

strong and supportive leadership from the top is also necessary to create and sustain PLCs and to 

provide support for teachers to enact PLC work13. In order for PLCs to thrive it is likely that a balance will 

need to be struck between shared leadership and strong principal leadership.

Inquiry mindsets and teacher beliefs
An inquiry mindset enables the cycle of reflection and learning that drives improvement in the complex 
school environment14. An inquiry mindset is underpinned by a set of teacher attitudes that include 

curiosity, responsiveness, open-mindedness, fallibility, persistence and a willingness to learn and change. 

Without an inquiry mindset, the dialogue in PLCs can fail to challenge beliefs and test ideas, and instead 

reinforce the status quo, resulting in teachers missing out on opportunities to learn. However, where a 

school culture enables teachers to feel safe asking questions and taking risks, discussion can include 

the critique of ideas and enable teacher learning and growth15.
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Teacher efficacy – the degree to which teachers (at the individual or group/school level) believe they can 

positively impact student outcomes – is a predictor of both teacher performance and student outcomes. 

Teacher collaboration has been associated with increases in teacher efficacy, and high functioning 
PLCs have been associated with high collective efficacy16. However, teachers’ beliefs about whether 

collaborative work leads to learning have been associated with their degree of engagement with PLCs, 

and subsequent learning. Uncovering and engaging with teachers’ beliefs about PLC participation may 

assist in enabling effective collaboration that leads to teacher learning.

Next steps in PLC implementation
Ensuring there is a school culture that can enable PLCs to function effectively is important, but only the 

first step in the process of implementing a PLC. Clear guidance about effective practices for PLCs are 

also an important consideration.
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