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Preface 

This literature review forms part of the Swedish government funded 

project Utbildning, Lärande, Forskning (Education, Teaching, 

Reseach, my translation), which is coordinated by Karlstad 

University in cooperation with Gothenburg University, Umeå 

University, and Uppsala University. The purpose of the project is to 

develop and test models that could promote long term cooperation for 

practice-based research between academia and Swedish schools. The 

duration of the project is from 2017 to 2021 (Swedish Ministry of 

Education 2017). 

 

The initiative to carry out this literature review was taken by the 

Center for Social Science Didactics (CSD) at Karlstad University. The 

review focuses on professional learning communities (PLCs) and how 

they can function as an infrastructure for promoting practice-based 

research that improves teaching practices and student learning in the 

school subjects of the Swedish primary and secondary school system. 

The reviewed research has been published in peer reviewed English-

speaking journals as well as in books. Based on this research, the 

report presents findings demonstrating the benefits of PLCs and 

identifies the defining characteristics of these PLCs. Moreover, it 

provides a research informed discussion with suggestions of ways to 

promote a PLC infrastructure facilitating practice-based research, in 

the form of various types of collaborative inquiry, as well as the 

circulation of such practice-based knowledge. The suggestions 

presented in this discussion are tentative and thus form part of the 

ULF project’s objective to develop models promoting long-term 

cooperation for practice-based research. These suggestions could 

inform future research with ambitions to test and further develop 

such models. 

 

Finally, I would like to thank my colleagues at CSD for providing 

valuable input and support during the process of working with this 

literature review. I especially want to thank Martin Kristiansson, 

Kenneth Nordgren and Ulrik Holmberg. I also want to thank Johan 

Samuelsson and Ann-Christin Randahl for their thorough reading of 
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the entire manuscript and for their constructive critique which helped 

improve the final version of this report. 

 

David Olsson, August 2019  
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1 Introduction 

Teachers’ competence in teaching is a key factor affecting students’ 

learning chances (Barber and Mourshed 2007; Wang 2015). 

Accordingly, the development of that competence is an important part 

of improving students’ learning opportunities. Research has identified 

teacher collaboration as essential in this regard (e.g. Carpenter 2017; 

Jarl et al. 2017; Nelson and Slavit 2007; Stoll et al. 2006; Vescio et al. 

2008), especially teacher collaboration focused on the connection 

between the development of teaching practices and student learning 

(Vescio et al. 2008), and that is enriched by collaboration with 

researchers (Cordingley 2015). By contrast, student learning tends to 

be significantly lower in schools where teachers work in isolation (Jarl 

et al. 2017). Hence, to enhance students’ learning chances, it is critical 

to develop and sustain this type of teacher-teacher and teacher-

researcher collaboration, and to counteract isolationist school 

cultures and teaching. 

 

The importance of promoting this type of collaboration puts the 

spotlight on professional development practices. Many professional 

development practices have been criticized for being inadequate in 

that they do not promote professional development that leads to 

changes in teaching practices and, related to this, do not improve 

student learning. First, there are findings suggesting that much of the 

professional development is not carried out in connection to teachers’ 

teaching practices. An example of this is professional development in 

the form of sporadic seminars, in which teachers are informed about a 

new teaching method and each teacher is expected to implement this 

method when appropriate. That is, the process of translating the 

method into practice is individualized; it is largely up to each 

individual teacher to figure out how to apply the new knowledge. 

Related to this, this type of professional development is based on a 

traditional knowledge transfer model where experts provide the 

knowledge and teachers are to consume that knowledge. The process 

of translating the new knowledge into the classroom setting is not 

subject to inquiry, but left as a “black box”. This can be contrasted to 

collaborative and inquiry-based professional development practices, 

in which a group of teachers together, at times in collaboration with a 
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researcher, inquire into the translation process on how to teach a 

subject matter, relate and incorporate the new knowledge with their 

teaching practices, and assesses the impacts these changes have on 

student learning (Borko 2004; Darling-Hammond and Musanti 2017; 

Ndlovu 2011; Richardson 2009). 

 

A second aspect of many current professional development practices 

is that they are not integrated in the school organization. Instead, 

introduction of new teaching methods and other forms of professional 

development are often limited to a few days a year, reserved for 

professional development. Consequently, these professional 

development activities become relatively fragmented compared to 

professional development that is integrated with the school 

organizations’ everyday practices. In addition to being marked by a 

traditional knowledge transfer model, which black boxes and 

individualizes the translation of new teaching methods into teachers’ 

actual practices, many current professional development practices are 

thus also criticized for not being integrated in the school 

organizations’ regular activities (Borko 2004; Darling-Hammond and 

Richardson 2009; Musanti 2017; Woodland 2016). 

 

The emphasis on encouraging teacher-teacher and teacher-researcher 

collaboration as a way of improving student learning, and the critique 

of many current professional development practices, forms a 

backdrop for much of the research underscoring that there is a need 

for another type of professional development. This type of 

professional development should be integrated in the schools’ 

organization, be based on collaborative inquiry (as a form of practice-

based research), and be centered on developing teaching practices in 

ways that advance student learning. This type of professional 

development is often discussed under the umbrella term of 

professional learning communities (PLCs). Based on a review of 

previous research, this report introduces the reader to the PLC 

concept as a type of infrastructure that can form the basis for 

teachers’ professional development in teaching the school subjects.  
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1.1 Purpose 

The purpose of this review is to identify research findings 

demonstrating the benefits of PLCs and the characteristics of these 

PLCs. The purpose is also to provide a research informed discussion 

of how PLCs could be developed and sustained. 

1.2 Scope 

The main focus in this report is on PLCs as an infrastructure to 

promote teachers’ subject-didactic professional development and, 

related to this, student learning in the school subjects. Moreover, 

although the report reviews research from many different parts of the 

world, it is primarily intended to be of relevance to the Swedish 

primary and secondary school system. This being said, much of the 

report is arguably of relevance to other school contexts as well. 

1.3 Outline 

The remaining part of this report is structured as follows. In Chapter 

2 I present the methods used to retrieve the reviewed literature. In 

Chapter 3 I first present research findings demonstrating how PLCs 

can benefit teaching and learning. This is followed by a description of 

the key characteristics of the PLC concept. The rest of this chapter 

consists of a research informed discussion of how PLCs could be 

developed and sustained. Chapter 4 is a concluding summary of the 

report. 
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2 Methods 

The literature that informs this review has been retrieved based on 

two information retrieval methods. The first method is inspired by 

techniques used in so-called systematic reviews (Petticrew and 

Roberts 2006). The first stage of using this method was to construct a 

Boolean search string1 based on keywords relevant for this review. I 

identified these keywords through a preliminary reading of literature 

on practice-based research, school effectiveness research, school 

improvement research, and other related research fields,2 as well as 

from a reading of a Swedish public inquiry. The public inquiry, 

Forska tillsammans – samverkan för lärande och förbättring (Do 

research together – cooperation for teaching and improvement, my 

translation) was issued to investigate how a stronger scientific base in 

the Swedish primary and secondary education system can be 

 

 
1 The Boolean search string included the following keywords and operators: ("Educational 

Effectiveness Research" OR "School Effectiveness Research" OR "School Improvement 

Research" OR "professional Learning Communit*" OR "epistemic communit*" OR 

"Institutional profil*" OR infrastructure* OR "epistemic culture*" OR "school culture*" OR 

institutionali* OR "school-university collaboration" OR "school university cooperation") AND 

(“Practice-based research” OR “practice developing research” OR “praxis develop* 

research” OR “lesson stud*” OR “learning stud*” OR “action research” OR “development 

research” OR “design research” OR “design stud*” OR “design experiment*” OR 

“developmental research” OR “formative research” OR “formative inquiry” OR “formative 

experiments” OR “formative evaluation” OR “engineering research” OR “educational 

design research” OR “design-based research” OR “participatory action research” OR 

“design-based implementation research” OR “development studies” OR “validation studies” 

OR “research circle*” OR “action learning” OR “teaching-learning sequence*” OR “teacher 

research” OR “curricular development research” OR “practitioner-research” OR 

intervention OR “classroom research” OR enquiry OR inquiry OR “enquiry-based” OR 

“inquiry-based” OR “problem-based” OR “driving question” OR ”teacher thinking”) 

This Boolean search string was not constructed specifically for retrieving research on 

PLCs, but for retrieving research on infrastructures that support practice-based research 

that, in turn, promotes teachers’ professional development and students’ learning chances. 

However, after having read the retrieved literature, I discovered that the relevant research 

almost exclusively focused on PLCs. Consequently, I made the choice to do this literature 

review about PLCs. 

2 The research texts were Eklund (2011), Jarl et al. (2017), and Plomp and Nieveen 

(2013). 
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established. The inquiry introduces some of the literature on practice-

based research and cooperative infrastructures and, accordingly, 

several of the central keywords in these research fields (Swedish 

Government Official Report 2018:19). In addition, I had a dialogue 

with research colleagues with an expertise in some of these research 

fields, which resulted in a few additional keywords being added to the 

Boolean string.  

 

Second, the Boolean search string was used in the database ERIC 

(EBSCOhost’s version), in which the search was limited to peer 

reviewed articles published from 2000 to 2018 (the search was 

carried out from June 19 to June 21, 2018). The search initially 

yielded 483 hits. The abstracts of these 483 articles were read with the 

purpose of excluding articles not relevant for this review. I used the 

following exclusion criteria as a basis for excluding irrelevant articles:  

 

- All articles not focused on strategies or infrastructures for, or 

institutionalization or organization of, didactic/pedagogic 

models were excluded. 

- All articles not focused on teachers’ professional practices were 

excluded (examples of articles that were excluded on this basis 

were those focused on school nurses’ practices). 

- All articles not focused on primary or secondary schools were 

excluded, except for those with a focus on preservice teachers.  

- All articles focused on country-specific issues without relevance 

for the Swedish educational context were excluded.  

 

Finally, after having read the abstracts based on these exclusion 

criteria, 152 articles were deemed relevant for the purpose of this 

review. Unfortunately, I only had access to 120 of these articles. These 

120 articles were read as a whole. After having read them, 24 

additional articles were deemed irrelevant. Hence, the database 

search resulted in the inclusion of 96 articles.  

 

The second method used for the information retrieval draws on the 

snowball selection technique (Esaiasson et al. 2012), which in this 

case means that I browsed the articles retrieved from the database 

search for additional research of relevance. I especially took notes of 
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researchers and research publications that recurred in the articles 

retrieved from the database search. The identification of references 

that reappeared in many or most of the articles retrieved from the 

database search helped me to identify key studies in this particular 

field of research, both books and articles. These were also added to 

the research literature reviewed in this report.  
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3 Findings and discussion 

In this chapter I present the findings from the literature review and 

offer a discussion with tentative suggestions on how PLCs could be 

promoted. I first report research findings demonstrating how 

professional learning communities (PLCs) can benefit teaching and 

learning. This is followed by a description of the defining 

characteristics of PLCs. Finally, I provide a research informed 

discussion of how the development of PLCs could be established, 

cultivated, and sustained. 

3.1 Benefits of professional learning communities  

Research points to several benefits with advancing professional 

learning communities as an infrastructure for teachers’ professional 

development. First, several studies show that students perform better 

in schools with functioning PLCs, as indicated by improved student 

learning (see Lomos et al. 2011; Stoll et al. 2006; Vescio et al. 2008). 

Second, there are studies demonstrating that teachers participating in 

a PLC perceive it as enhancing their professional development (see 

Stoll et al. 2006). Teachers have for example stated that engagement 

in PLCs have supported their own learning process (Carpenter 2017; 

Gee and Whaley 2016). There are also observations showing that 

teachers’ have refined and developed new teaching practices while 

participating in PLCs. In other words, there are findings suggesting 

that the PLCs not only provide teachers with new knowledge and 

perspectives, but also support them in translating this knowledge into 

new teaching practices (Gee and Whaley 2016; Vescio et al. 2008). 

Third, there is research indicating that PLCs tend to enhance teachers’ 

perception of their efficacy (Lakshmanan et al. 2011; Mintzes et al. 

2013). Fourth, studies have found that the promotion of PLCs has the 

potential to incite change in entire school cultures, from isolationist to 

collaborative cultures (see Khourey-Bowers et al. 2005; Vescio et al. 

2008; Woodland 2016).  

3.2 Characteristics of professional learning communities 

The concept “professional learning community” (PLC) started 

appearing in the research literature around 1990 (Bolam et al. 2005; 

Hopkins et al. 2014). Its roots can be traced to research on 
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organizational learning theory (Chen and Wang 2015; Wong 2010) 

and social constructivist theories on learning (Chen and Wang 2015; 

McConnel et al. 2013). The term PLC can be described as an umbrella 

term with no consensus as to its exact meaning, and it has been used 

to describe several forms of teacher collaboration, such as 

“communities of practice”, “teacher collaborative communities”, 

“learning teams”, “learning communities”, “professional learning 

networks” (Schneider et al. 2012), “problem-solving teams”, 

“collaborative teacher teams”, and “inquiry communities” (Tan and 

Caleon 2016). However, a few characteristics are included in most 

definitions (Bolam et al. 2005; Stoll et al. 2006; Tan and Caleon 2016; 

Taylor et al. 2014). For instance, a condensed definition often used in 

the research literature defines a PLC as: 

[…] a group of people sharing and critically interrogating their practice in 
an ongoing, reflective, collaborative, inclusive, learning-oriented, growth-
promoting way, operating as a collective enterprise. (Stoll et al. 2006, p. 
223)  

Stoll et al. (2006) also emphasize that learning in a PLC entails 

deconstructing knowledge and practices through inquiry processes 

marked by collaborative reflection and analysis, followed by peers 

collaboratively reconstructing the teaching practices to suit a specific 

context (Stoll et al. 2006). Another compressed definition describes 

the characteristics of a PLC as:  

[…] groups of individuals who: (1) engage in ongoing collaborative 
activities to identify and work towards common goals, (2) co-construct, 
share, and disseminate knowledge, and (3) share and reflect on individual 
practices. (Tan and Caleon 2016, p. 127) 

Hence, although there are different definitions, a few core 

characteristics are recurring in the literature on PLCs, such as the 

sharing of teaching practices and collaborative inquiry processes in 

which analyzing, reflecting on, and improving teaching practices is 

key. Most researchers also emphasize that the development of 

teaching practices needs to be linked to assessments of student 

learning, with the goal of improving the latter (e.g. Allen 2013; Bolam 

et al. 2005; Bryk et al. 1999; Dufour and Fullan 2013; Nelson 2009; 

Richmond and Manokore 2011; Roy and Hord 2006; Sompong et al. 

2015; Stoll et al. 2006). Based on my inventory of recurring properties 

included in the definitions of the PLC concept in the research 
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literature, the following defining characteristics are used to provide a 

more detailed definition of the key components of the PLC concept: 

 

1) Professional development as an integrated and ongoing part 

of the school organization. Professional learning communities 

is a type of infrastructure for professional development that is 

integrated in the school organization and, as such, forms part of 

the organizational routines. In other words, professional 

development is ongoing and integrated in the school 

organization (Birenbaum et al. 2009; Lai et al. 2009; Musanti 

2017; Vescio et al. 2008; Woodland 2016). 

 

2) The local school context as the point of departure. In PLCs, 

teachers’ knowledge and practices, and different challenges and 

opportunities that teachers face in their local school context, 

forms the starting point for professional development, not 

external demands (e.g. Allen 2013; Birenbaum et al. 2009; 

Birenbaum et al. 2011; Musanti 2017; Nelson and Slavit 2007; 

Pella 2011). Related to this, several studies emphasize the 

importance of a shared leadership structure, in which teachers 

are empowered as co-leaders in deciding the direction of 

teaching and learning development (e.g. Carpenter 2017; Roy 

and Hord 2006). 

 

3) Collaborative and reflective inquiry. Meeting with peers on a 

regular basis to critically assess, reflect upon, and develop 

teaching practices, with the goal of improving students learning 

outcomes, is at the very core of the notion of PLCs. It is 

recurrently emphasized that the focus should not be limited to 

developing teaching practices; these practices needs to be 

assessed in relation to student performance, where improving 

the latter is at the center stage (e.g. Attorps and Kellner 2017; 

Bolam et al. 2005; Darling-Hammond and McLaughlin 2011; 

Hipp et al. 2008; Roy and Hord 2006; Stoll et al. 2006; Taylor 

et al. 2014; Vescio et al. 2008). This form of inquiry is premised 

on teachers “opening up their classrooms” and sharing their 

teaching practices, enabling peers to observe and assess each 

other’s practices (Aubusson et al 2007; Bolam et al. 2005; Bond 
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2013; Botha 2012; Bryk et al. 1999; Carpenter 2017; Roy and 

Hord 2006; Stoll et al. 2006),3 testing and assessing new 

practices, and observing and analyzing the outcomes on student 

performance (Carpenter 2017).4 

 

4) Forming a shared vision and goals for students learning. 

Reaching agreements on a shared vision and on learning goals 

are described as crucial for PLCs. The argument is that such 

agreements are needed in order to work towards the same 

learning goals when seeking to improve students’ learning 

outcomes (e.g. Allen 2013; Bolam et al. 2005; Botha 2012; 

Dufour and Fullan 2013; Nelson and Slavit 2007; Roy and Hord 

2006; Stoll et al. 2006; Taylor et al. 2014).5  

 

5) Collective responsibility for students learning outcomes. In 

PLCs, teachers and the school leadership hold collective 

responsibility for improving students’ chances of attaining the 

learning goals agreed upon (e.g. Botha 2012; Dufour and Fullan 

2013; Stoll et al. 2006). It has been stressed that collaboration 

between the teachers and the school leadership at both a 

 

 
3 It has been emphasized that these observations of teaching practices are always limited 

to representations of practice, which is a selective process that is further filtered through 

interpretation. This both creates opportunities and limitations to the development of 

teaching practices (see Little 2003).  

4 As highlighted in some research, especially research with a micro-political perspective, 

critical inquiry processes also tend to be marked by conflict over values, i.e. it is probable 

that different perspectives and values will meet and possibly clash during an inquiry 

process. Hence, questions of power and influence over the process becomes important as 

well, such as who advocates a problem? Why? Which actors are the most influential? 

Why? Hence, “[t]eachers in PLCs must navigate not only the inquiry process itself, but the 

players involved in shaping what should be addressed, why, and how” (LeChasseur et al. 

2016, p. 258). 

5 The focus on promoting a shared vision and goals for student learning has received 

criticism for neglecting its tendencies to reproduce current power structures and 

inequalities (see Giannakaki et al. 2018). This tendency is arguably worth considering and 

actively seeking to counteract in initiatives to develop PLCs.   
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strategic and operative level favors the development of a culture 

of collective responsibility (Botha 2012).  

 

Although these characteristics are commonplace in much of the 

research literature, the term professional learning community has 

become something of a buzzword outside of academia, where it is 

used to describe many different types of phenomena (Roy and Hord 

2006; Taylor et al. 2014). Because of this, some researchers’ have 

distinguished between strong and weak PLCs. Definitions of strong 

PLCs largely mirrors the academic definitions of PLCs, as in the 

following definition in which they include:   

[…] members with shared values and expectations linked to teaching, 
learning, and the teacher role; a focus on promoting improvement in 
student achievement; sharing of expertise through collaboration; sharing 
of practice through observation and coaching; and reflection that is based 
on dialogue and examination of assumptions around quality practice. 
(Piggot-Irvine 2006, p. 4)  

Strong PLCs are contrasted to weak PLCs, which are characterized by 

features such as: a low degree of shared expectations; a culture of 

congeniality among the involved teachers rather than critical 

collaborative deconstruction and reconstruction of teaching practices; 

forms of cooperation not challenging norms of isolationist teaching 

practices, for example not contesting school cultures in which “closed 

classrooms” are the norm (Piggot-Irvine 2006). Related to this 

distinction, there is research stressing that the existence of formal 

teaching teams and other types of PLCs is no guarantee for the 

presence of collaborative inquiry focused on improving teaching 

practices and student learning (Attorps and Kellner 2017; Carpenter 

2017).  

 

In terms of organizational scope, the PLC concept is used quite 

broadly in the research literature. In some research, a PLC is 

described as a collaborative organizational arrangement that 

comprises entire schools, while other research use the concept for 

specific subject or grade-level teams (LeChasseur et al. 2016). These 

descriptions can be limited to processes at one school (e.g. 

Svanbjörnsdottír et al. 2016a), include several schools (D'Ardenne et 

al. 2013; Darling-Hammond and McLaughlin 2011; Snow-Gerono 

2005), or come in the form of clusters of within and between school 
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PLCs (Lai et al. 2009). Examples of PLCs that stretch beyond a 

specific school are virtual or online PLCs involving teachers from 

several schools (Francis and Jacobsen 2013; Hodes et al. 2011; 

Holligan 2006; Holmberg 2017; McConnell et al. 2013) and PLCs 

developed through school-university partnerships (Darling-

Hammond and McLaughlin 2011; Nehring and O’Brien 2012).6 The 

PLC concept has even been used to describe initiatives with the stated 

intentions to improve collaboration between principals from different 

schools as a part of promoting system-wide change across schools 

(Naicker and Mestry 2015; Piggot-Irvine 2006). PLCs such as these 

have had the specified purpose of improving conditions for student 

learning by promoting collaboration and counteracting isolation at 

the schools (Naicker and Mestry 2015). 

 

In the research literature, there are also studies of PLCs focusing on 

different types of problems. Depending on their focal area, the 

membership structure in these PLCs tends to differ. Some PLCs are 

developed for broad school reform and therefore include many 

different types of staff, such as the principal(s), teacher 

representatives, and other school staff. Other PLCs focus on relatively 

broad pedagogical issues, stretching across the disciplinary 

boundaries of the school subjects. These PLCs are usually organized 

around specific classes or students, and/or include teachers from 

different disciplines teaching these students (Darling-Hammond and 

McLaughlin 2011). An example of this is PLCs inquiring on how to 

integrate technology in teaching (Hughes et al. 2005). Finally, some 

PLCs are centered on developing teaching and learning within specific 

school subjects, and are thus comprised of teachers teaching the same 

subject, for instance history, science, or social science (Darling-

Hammond and McLaughlin 2011; Richmond and Manokore 2011). A 

research informed discussion of how the latter type of PLC could be 

promoted constitutes the focal point in the remaining part of this 

chapter. The argument is that an infrastructure supporting 

collaborative subject didactic professional development should be 

 

 
6 There are even examples of game-based professional situated training mirroring the PLC 

format (see Vrasidas and Solomou 2013). 
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promoted since research indicates that this would improve students’ 

learning outcomes in the school subjects (see Attorps and Kellner 

2017; Bausmith and Barry 2011; Lomos et al. 2011; Vescio et al. 

2008). Moreover, recent empirical evidence suggest that this type of 

collaborative infrastructure is currently underdeveloped in the 

Swedish primary and secondary school system (Nordgren et al. 2019), 

which is the school context that is of particular interest to this report. 

3.3 Promoting professional learning communities 

In this part of the report, I provide a research informed discussion 

with tentative suggestions of how to promote a PLC infrastructure 

that supports the development of teachers’ subject didactic knowledge 

and practices and, consequently, student learning in specific school 

subjects. I start with a discussion of how different types of practice-

based knowledge, produced through collaborative inquiry (as a form 

of practice-based research), could be combined to advance and 

improve subject-didactic professional knowledge. Subsequently, I 

describe four different types of measures that could support the 

construction of a PLC infrastructure for developing and sustaining 

such professional knowledge. 

3.3.1 Different types of knowledge 

In the literature, different ways of classifying knowledge are 

discussed. I find two typologies particularly useful. The first 

categorizes knowledge into the following three types: mode 1 

knowledge, mode 2 knowledge, and public practice-based knowledge 

(Enthoven and de Bruijn 2010). The second typology also categorizes 

knowledge into three types, i.e. knowledge-for-practice, knowledge-

in-practice, and knowledge-of-practice. In many respects, these two 

typologies mirror each other. The main difference between them is 

that knowledge-of-practice has an explicit emancipatory objective 

(Cochran-Smith and Lytle 1999; Nelson 2009), which is not the case 

for public practice-based knowledge. In what follows the meaning of 

the different types of knowledge will be detailed. 

 

Mode 1 knowledge is formal scientific knowledge. This knowledge 

tends to be quite abstract and difficult to translate into teaching 

practices (Enthoven and de Bruijn 2010). Cochran-Smith and Lytle 
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(1999) and Nelson (2009) portrays this type of knowledge, which they 

label knowledge-for-practice, as characterized by a division of labor 

between researchers and teachers in which researchers produce 

knowledge and teachers consume it. It is thus based on a knowledge 

transfer model where teachers are expected to translate and 

implement generic and relatively abstract knowledge into their 

teaching practices. In other words, teachers should become 

competent consumers of knowledge. 

 

The second type of knowledge, mode 2 knowledge, is developed in 

and for a specific context, either by teachers or through collaborative 

practice-based research involving both teachers and researchers 

(Enthoven and de Bruijn 2010). Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999) and 

Nelson (2009) labels this knowledge-in-practice – a term that points 

to the focus of this type of knowledge production. This knowledge is 

developed with the purpose of being relevant for a specific school 

context. However, since it is developed for a specific context, its 

relevance, usefulness, and circulation beyond that context is generally 

not considered. Although more general principles and lessons could 

often times be drawn from this form of practice-based research, mode 

2 knowledge or knowledge-in-practice tend to have a very limited 

reach. 

 

As previously mentioned, definitions of PLCs include the notions that 

knowledge should be situated in school contexts and be developed 

collaboratively. This means that involvement in a PLC entails that 

knowledge described as mode 2 knowledge and knowledge-in-practice 

is one type of knowledge that should be developed. To enable this, 

there is research highlighting the importance of external support 

through mentorship and coaching, at least at the early stages of PLC 

development. It is suggested that this could be provided through 

university-school partnerships and other forms of collaboration 

between researchers and teachers, where researchers often take on a 

facilitating and mentoring role. This support is described as crucial 

for developing teachers’ capacity to lead critical inquiry processes – 

processes that advance teaching practices that, through empirical 

testing, are shown to improve student learning in a specific school 
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context (e.g. Chow et al. 2015; Nelson and Slavit 2007; 

Svanbjörnsdóttir et al 2016a; Wennergren 2016). 

 

The third type of knowledge, public practice-based knowledge, is 

practical knowledge that is relevant and shared beyond a specific 

school context. The wider circulation and relevance of this knowledge 

can be contrasted to the narrow scope of the practical knowledge 

described as mode 2 knowledge or knowledge-in-practice. Public 

practice-based knowledge is also produced through collaborative 

practice-based research, but this research is focused on creating more 

generic practical knowledge. Hence, it is practical knowledge that 

provides new perspectives, concepts, frames etc. This knowledge has 

the potential to support more reflective and theoretically informed 

inquiry processes across schools since it has relevance beyond a 

specific context but nevertheless is grounded in practice (Enthoven 

and de Bruijn 2010). Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999) and Nelson 

(2009) use the label knowledge-of-practice to describe a type of 

knowledge that in many ways resembles public practice-based 

knowledge in that it is produced through practice-based research and 

is assumed to be relevant beyond specific contexts. However, a key 

difference is that knowledge-of-practice has emancipatory objectives, 

i.e. it explicitly has a norm critical focus. 

 

The promotion of PLCs facilitating practice-based research with a 

focus on creating public practice-based knowledge and knowledge-of-

practice is arguably also important. This type of knowledge, for which 

research institutions can play a key facilitating role (as elaborated 

below), could open up for the establishment of a broader knowledge 

community of teachers, researchers, and other actors. Such 

community could allow for more wide-spread knowledge flows that 

open up new perspectives that support reflection and transformation 

of current teaching practices in ways that benefit student learning. In 

fact, some research even makes the claim that 

[…] professional learning conversations that focused simply on analysing 
current practice and those not rooted in evidence from experimenting 
with new approaches were not linked with benefits for students. 
(Cordingley 2015, p. 242)   
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My argument is that PLCs facilitating the production and wider flows 

of public practice-based knowledge and knowledge-of-practice would 

benefit such experimentation with new approaches.  

 

Drawing on discussions in research (particularly Cochran-Smith and 

Lytle 1999; Enthoven and de Bruijn 2010; Nelson 2009), I thus 

suggest that a PLC infrastructure should be constructed to support the 

production of public practice-based knowledge, knowledge-of-

practice, and knowledge-in-practice/mode 2 knowledge. My 

argument is that more generic practical knowledge is important for 

the broader development of subject didactic teaching, while 

knowledge-in-practice/mode 2 knowledge is needed to support more 

context-specific aspects of teaching and learning. 

 

Drawing on Capobianco and Feldman (2006) and Peurach and Glazer 

(2016), I suggest that two types of communities could be useful in 

supporting a PLC infrastructure for these different types of 

knowledge. Knowledge-in-practice could be developed in a PLC 

format termed community of practice. Knowledge-of-practice and 

public practice-based knowledge could be circulated and developed 

through epistemic communities. 

 

The development of practice-based knowledge for specific contexts, 

i.e. mode 2 knowledge or knowledge-in-practice, is captured by the 

logic of communities of practice, which can be described as a type of 

PLC centered on developing local teaching practices and student 

learning through collaboration in relatively small groups (Capobianco 

and Feldman 2006; Lave and Wenger 1991; Peurach and Glazer 

2016). During the development of these PLCs, this type of knowledge 

production could be supported by researchers, for instance through 

action research in which researchers help facilitate collaborative 

inquiry where teachers assess and develop localized teaching practices 

to improve student learning (Capobianco and Feldman 2006; 

Wennergren 2016). There are also a number of methods that could be 

used to support the development of collaborative inquiry, such as 

critical friend groups (Norman et al. 2005; Wennergren 2016), 

protocols (Allen 2013; Norman et al. 2005; Wood 2007), learning 

studies (Attorps and Kellner 2017; Tan and Caleon 2016), and lesson 
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studies (Chassels and Melville 2009; Gee and Whaley 2016; Pella 

2011).  

 

The logic and structure of the epistemic community is suitable for 

developing and sustaining flows of public practice-based knowledge 

and knowledge-of-practice. Epistemic communities have been 

described as “[…] capable of creating and warranting knowledge that 

is believable and trustworthy to others outside of the local group” 

(Capobianco and Feldman 2006, p. 505). This knowledge could 

support and enrich collaborative inquiry in local PLCs (communities 

of practice). As mentioned, research emphasizes that more generic 

knowledge can support collaborative inquiries in PLCs. However, 

these inquiries should be driven by the context specific experiences at 

each school (see section 3.2). This has for instance been discussed in 

terms of data-supported inquiry in contrast to data-driven inquiry 

(Anderson and Herr 2011). Accordingly, knowledge and tools 

circulated through epistemic communities should be used to support 

reflection and renewal within the communities of practice, but they 

should not be the primary drivers of the locally produced knowledge-

in-practice. 

 

Considering the type of knowledge developed and circulated through 

epistemic communities, these communities preferably involves many 

more actors than a community of practice; it is desirable that 

epistemic communities include actors from several organizations 

operating in different locations (Capobianco and Feldman 2006; 

Peurach and Glazer 2016). As with epistemic communities in general, 

the subject didactic knowledge developed and circulated through 

them could include three key components: (i) development of 

“theory”, which is defined as negotiated and shared cognitive frames; 

(ii) “code”, i.e. coding schemes and other symbolic means of 

expression and; (iii) “tools”, which is physical artifacts with embedded 

technology (Peurach and Glazer 2016). Translated to subject didactics 

this could for instance mean that conceptual knowledge (see Ion and 

Iucu 2014; Jones and Moreland 2005) is developed in ways that relate 

to all three components of an epistemic community listed above. 

Conceptual knowledge development in subject didactics, 
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corresponding to “theory”, is important since it is imperative that 

teachers have competence to  

[…] organize their work around the most abstract and coherent principles 
that characterize a particular domain of knowledge. These principles are 
the core conceptual tools, the internalization of which enables students to 
think powerfully about a whole range of phenomena. This means that 
teachers need to have a sense of what the nature of the discipline is, 
understanding its organizing concepts as well as its tools. (Jones and 
Moreland 2005, p. 195) 

Different epistemic communities could be used to support the 

circulation and development of didactic models with different 

purposes regarding the type of content knowledge they are designed 

to advance. One epistemic community could for instance be 

developed for didactic knowledge concerning teaching and learning of 

emancipatory and norm critical knowledge, i.e. knowledge-of-

practice, focused on topics such as how to promote equity and social 

justice (see Bianchini and Cavazos 2007; Burke and Collier 2017; 

Giannakaki et al. 2018; Ndlovu 2011; Riley 2015; Sales et al. 2011; 

Schabort et al. 2018). Another epistemic community could be 

established for socio-technical knowledge with a focus on ways to 

connect technological tools with teaching (see Bielaczyc 2006; Phelps 

and Graham 2008) – technological tools such as game-based learning 

(Chee et al. 2015), web 2.0 tools (Diacopoulos 2015) and hyper-media 

technologies (Jacobson 2008). Yet another epistemic community 

could be developed for didactic models focusing on orientation in and 

understanding of a specific school subject without having a norm 

critical focus (see Attorps and Kellner 2017; Ramnarain and Schuster 

2014). 

 

Epistemic communities could be created through school improvement 

networks (Peurach and Glazer 2016), network improvement 

communities (Martin and Gobstein 2015) or other forms of 

partnership between universities and schools. It has been stressed 

that universities and other research institutions are important in 

creating and sustaining networks through which more generic 

practice-based knowledge can flow (Enthoven and de Bruijn 2010), 

knowledge such as public practice-based knowledge and knowledge-

of-practice. 
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Drawing on research, I also suggest that the knowledge flow between 

epistemic communities and local PLCs (communities of practice) 

should be circular. This flow could be envisioned as a movement from 

practice-based research in local contexts to the development of more 

general concepts and models, followed by exploration and 

exploitation of these concepts and models in other local contexts 

through processes of collaborative inquiry, which could then lead to 

further development of more generic practical knowledge, and so on 

(see Peurach and Glazer 2016). From the school perspective, the use 

of such knowledge flows can be described in the following way:  

The process is one of iteratively recreating tested, base-level operations in 
schools (exploitation); refining and extending capabilities at the school 
level in response to local needs and problems (exploration); and 
identifying, selecting, and exploiting favorable program improvements 
throughout the network. (Peurach and Glazer 2016, p. 4) 

This type of circular knowledge flow and learning process has been 

contrasted to the linear research dissemination process (see Carlgren 

2011; Vanderlinde and van Braak 2010), as expressed through notions 

like knowledge-for-practice (Cochran-Smith and Lytle 1999; Nelson 

2009). Research has found that this linear, top-down knowledge 

dissemination often do not have much impact on teaching practices 

(see Chapter 1). For instance, teachers tend to not turn to research for 

inspiration on how to develop their teaching practices. Instead, 

teacher colleagues and teacher forums often provide this input – a 

type of input that is more easily applied in the classroom setting than 

abstract research (Vanderlinde and van Braak 2010), i.e. research in 

the form of knowledge-for-practice (Cochran-Smith and Lytle 1999; 

Nelson 2009). Nevertheless, much of the existing knowledge-for-

practice (or mode 1 knowledge) could possibly be used to enrich the 

development of new public practice-based knowledge, knowledge-of-

practice, and knowledge-in-practice if processed through 

collaborative, practice-based inquiry. 

3.3.2 Measures to develop and sustain PLCs 

Based on my review of the research literature, I have identified four 

types of measures that can help develop and sustain professional 

learning communities (see figure 1). In the following subsections, 

each type of measure is briefly introduced. 
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Figure 1. Promoting subject didactic PLCs through four types of 

measures 

3.3.2.1 Adapt to each school context 

To establish strong PLCs takes time. Research has shown that it often 

requires several years of committed work (Hipp et al. 2008; Wang 

2015). Moreover, research has stressed that there is no one-size-fits-

all strategy on how to promote PLCs. Rather, the strategies and 

measures need to be adapted to suit the specific school context in 

which the PLC format should be developed (Anderson and Herr 2011; 

Craig 2009; Craig 2013; Darling-Hammond and McLauglin 2011; 

Hipp et al. 2008). This means that the support should be tailored to 

fit each PLC’s development phase and the needs within these phases, 

that contextual factors external to the school should be considered, 

and that the support should have its point of departure in local 

concerns and cultural norms in the school organization (although the 

school culture could change considerably as the school’s PLCs 

mature). 

 

Starting with the temporal dimension, there is research emphasizing 

that PLCs tend to go through different development phases (Bolam et 

al. 2005; Chen and Wang 2015; Grossman et al. 2001; Hipp et al. 

2008; Mintrop and Charles 2017; Schneider et al. 2012; Stoll et al. 

2006; Taylor et al. 2014). Several studies conceptualize this 

development as expressed through four phases: 

Subject 
didactic 

PLCs

Adapt to each 
school context

Promote 
university-school 

collaboration

Train during the 
teacher education

Work to establish 
a supportive 

school leadership
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1) The non-initiated phase. In this phase, actors at a school have 

become aware of the PLC concept’s existence and what it 

entails, but the school has not started working in the PLC 

format and there is no previous experience of implementing 

and working with PLCs at the school. 

 

2) The initial phase. In this phase, a decision is made to promote 

some form of PLC at the school. 

 

3) The implementation phase. During this phase, there are 

concrete measures in place to implement the PLC structure at 

the school, such as measures creating new processes and 

encouraging the development of new norms, improving the 

conditions for working in the PLC format. 

 

4) The institutionalization phase (also labeled the sustainability 

phase). At this phase the PLC format is an integrated and 

“natural” part of the everyday activities in the school 

organization (Schneider et al. 2012; Hipp et al. 2008; Chen and 

Wang 2015). The school has well-functioning professional 

learning communities in place. However, Grossman et al. 

(2001) emphasize that such PLCs need to be maintained. It is 

not a final destination but a constant process that needs to be 

nourished in order to be sustained (also emphasized by Dufour 

and Fullan 2013). Hence, organizational development efforts to 

support PLCs should not stop at this stage. 

 

A key point made in research is that actors partaking in the process of 

establishing and developing PLCs should seek to identify the phase 

each PLC is currently in and adapt their measures on the basis of that 

information (Bolam et al. 2005; Chen and Wang 2015; Schneider et 

al. 2012). As Chen and Wang (2015) stress, PLCs develop gradually 

through the different phases and demand different types of support 

depending on which phase they are in. Based on their findings, they 

do for instance describe the type of support that a PLC in its initial 

phase (which also corresponds to the implementation phase described 

above) benefited from in the following terms:    
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At the initial stage, approximately from the seventh month to the end of 
the first year of the HSP project, a team identity began to emerge. Internal 
and external support structures played a vital role in this transition. The 
school principal and administrators provided necessary resources and 
supportive conditions. They coordinated time and space for teachers to 
meet, connect and exchange new ideas. The university advisors helped 
these teachers to shift their dependence on administrative authority to 
expert authority, which supported the parallel leadership of teachers. 
Such expert authority encouraged and facilitated professional dialogue 
among teachers. Book study seminars, lesson plan meetings and peer 
observations and discussions provided them with opportunities to 
connect, conduct meaningful conversations, understand each other and 
increase their confidence to meet new challenges. (Chen and Wang 2015, 
p. 438f) 

As shown in this quote, both internal and external change agents were 

involved at this stage. It could, however, be difficult to determine the 

development phase of a PLC, not the least for external change agents. 

Grossman et al. (2001) provide guidance to this diagnostics problem. 

They do so by distinguishing between pseudo communities (largely 

corresponding to the initial and implementation stage) and mature 

communities (mirroring the institutionalization phase). They 

emphasize that PLCs in early stages tend to be characterized by 

congeniality and thereby have the properties of what they call pseudo-

communities. In a pseudo-community,  

[g]roups regulate face-to-face interactions with the tacit understanding 
that it is against the rules to challenge others or press too hard for 
clarification. This understanding paves the way for the illusion of 
consensus. (Grossman et al. 2001, p. 20)  

In pseudo-communities, constructive critique, imperative to the 

collaborative inquiry process, becomes suppressed. A key indicator of 

community development is therefore whether there is a willingness in 

the group to engage in critique to improve the knowledge and 

practices of teachers, as well as student learning. A PLCs development 

from a pseudo-community to a mature community (or from the 

implementation phase to the institutionalization phase) is accordingly 

indicated by the inclination to engage in critique and clarification, and 

this transition is likely to take time. Moreover, formative assessment 

tools could provide guidance in pinpointing the needs of a PLC. This 

includes identification of needs within a specific development phase 

(see Taylor et al. 2014; Woodland 2016). The key point to be made 

here is that the support for PLC development is likely to be more 

effective if it is adapted to the stage or phase that the PLC is currently 
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in. Furthermore, there is research providing guidance and tools for 

identifying these stages and assist in the identification of the needs 

within each stage. 

 

Other factors that should be considered are contextual factors 

external to the school organization. Students’ socio-economic status 

(Bolam et al. 2005) and the location of the school do for instance 

produce different conditions for PLCs (Stoll et al. 2006). 

Nevertheless, even when these factors are unfavorable, they should 

not be seen as insurmountable barriers. There are for instance 

indicators suggesting that PLCs can be established and function well 

even in contexts when socio-economic factors are unfavorable for 

student learning (Bryk et al. 1999; Hipp et al. 2008), as emphasized in 

the following passage: 

Perhaps the most important and hopeful conclusion to be drawn from this 
research is that a professional community can exist in very ordinary urban 
schools. Moreover, positive teacher reports about professional community 
came from a wide cross-section of schools. Student-body composition in 
terms of race and ethnicity, socioeconomic factors, and even academic 
background was not a strong predictor of a school’s professional 
community. (Bryk et al. 1999, p. 771f)  

At the same time, it should be made clear that external pressures and 

other factors producing stressful environments, which are likely to be 

more pronounced in schools with relatively low student performance, 

could have hampering effects on the development of well-performing 

PLCs (see Mintrop and Charles 2017).  

 

Another contextual factor that schools are likely to have little control 

over is the size of the school. Some studies indicate that it is often 

easier to promote PLCs in relatively small schools (Bryk et al. 1999; 

Darling-Hammond and Richardson 2009). In sum, there are factors 

external to the school organization creating unequal opportunities for 

developing well-functioning PLCs. Nevertheless, there is research 

showing that, even under unfavorable conditions, well-functioning 

PLCs can be developed. 

 

Finally, an important organizational factor that PLC initiatives should 

consider is the concerns and norms of the local school culture. It is 

highlighted that local teaching practices and concerns should be the 
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point of departure in initiatives set on promoting PLCs at a school. A 

core notion of PLCs is that they are based on a situated approach, 

meaning that there is a need to be sensitive to local practices and 

concerns, and other aspects of the school culture (e.g. Allen 2013; 

Birenbaum et al. 2009; Birenbaum et al. 2011; Musanti 2017; Nelson 

and Slavit 2007; Pella 2011). Having the school culture as the point of 

departure makes it possible to identify barriers and opportunities for 

PLC development in each organizational context. This also means that 

these cultural concerns and norms should be utilized as a basis for 

advancing the PLC format with its critical and reflective collaborative 

inquiry processes. Accordingly, an argument is that a situated 

approach increases the potential for fruitful mutual learning, 

including learning between researchers and teachers in university-

school partnerships (Dolan and Tanner 2005; Nehring and O’Brien 

2012; Whitney 2013), between teachers and the administrative 

leadership (see section 3.3.2.4), and among the teachers that are to 

work together in a PLC (Anderson and Herr 2011). By grounding the 

work in local concerns and practices, it is also stressed that the 

teachers are more likely to transform their new insights into teaching 

practices and thereby perceive the benefits of working collaboratively 

in PLCs. This approach to PLC development is thus more likely to 

gain support and be viewed as legitimate by the teachers. This is 

contrasted to the top-down implemented and one-size-fits-all 

approach that, in some places, have been used to promote PLCs in 

schools (Anderson and Herr 2011; Craig 2009; Craig 2013; Darling-

Hammond and McLauglin 2011). 

3.3.2.2 Promote university-school collaboration  

Research grounded in a situated approach, in which the production of 

new knowledge is based on different forms of collaboration between 

researchers and teachers, is described as important in developing 

PLCs. As mentioned, this type of practice-based research is important 

for developing research-in-practice/mode 2 knowledge, research-of-

practice, and public practice-based knowledge. In this subsection, I 

review studies on university-school collaboration and present some of 

their arguments of how this type of collaboration can be beneficial.  
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One reason for the emphasis on university-school collaboration is that 

many current forms of teacher cooperation, including weak or pseudo 

PLCs, are characterized by norms of congeniality. These forms of 

teacher cooperation are characterized by a lack of the constructive 

critique needed for improving teaching practices and student 

learning. By contrast, well-functioning PLCs are characterized by 

collaborative inquiry marked by critique, deconstruction, and 

reconstruction of teaching practices. For critical inquiry to emerge, 

environments need to develop in which teachers and administrative 

personnel trust and respect each other – also discussed in terms of 

environments with a strong social capital – and where teachers’ are 

affirmed and feel safe to share their teaching practices (Allen 2013; 

Aubusson et al. 2007; Botha 2012; Bryk et al. 1999; Burn et al 2007; 

Capobianco and Feldman 2006; Cranston 2009; Nelson 2009; Snow-

Gerono 2005; Wennergren 2016) (cf. the emphasis on the need for 

different support depending on the phase in which the PLC is in, as 

described in section 3.3.2.1).7 A study using critical friend groups 

(which can be described as a type of PLC) to advance critical inquiry, 

provides a clear illustration of this interdependence:  

A characteristic of a critical friend is the unexpected combination of, on 
the one hand, friendship built on trust, support and affirmation and, on 
the other, criticism based on analysis, assessment, evaluation and quality 
[…]. Trust has been identified as a key feature for critical friends […] and 
also described as the emotional catalyst that makes risk-taking and 
conflicts an essential part of learning. Strong professional communities 
depend on teachers’ capacity to blend commitment with doubt, along with 
healthy disagreements about teaching […]. (Wennergren 2016, p. 263) 

 

 
7 There are also tools designed to advance such safe environments, for instance in the 

form of protocols (e.g. Wood 2007). However, it has been argued that, at a quite early 

stage and in parallel to the use of such tools, it is important to use tools developing 

competence in critical inquiry so as to not linger at the stage of merely developing trust but 

also progressing to processes marked by critical inquiry (Wood 2007). In addition to 

protocols (Allen 2013; Norman et al. 2005; Wood 2007), other tools and techniques for 

advancing critical inquiry discussed and suggested in the literature are: learning studies 

(Attorps and Kellner 2017; Tan and Caleon 2016), lesson studies (Chassels and Melville 

2009; Gee and Whaley 2016; Pella 2011), records of practice (Ball et al. 2014), formative 

assessment tools (Taylor et al. 2014; Woodland 2016), methods and practices used in 

theater production (Allen 2013), and organizing frames for analyzing and locating learning 

in collaborative teacher communities (Little 2002). 
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Researchers can play an important role in supporting the emergence 

of this type of inquiry, for instance through partnerships or programs, 

involving both teachers and researchers, providing professional 

development. Through such collaboration, researchers can provide 

training and function as facilitators during the implementation of 

PLCs, when competence in how to conduct critical and reflective 

inquiry processes is to be developed among teachers (McConnell et al. 

2013; Ndlovu 2011; Svanbjörnsdóttir et al. 2016a; Wennergren 

2016;). During this process, the researcher can also mentor and train 

teachers to lead inquiry processes independently of the researcher, 

thereby contributing to the development of school-based competence 

for carrying out critical inquiry (e.g. Svanbjörnsdóttir et al. 2016a; 

Wennergren 2016). In this way, they can help advance what in other 

research is described as the sustainability or institutionalization phase 

(see section 3.3.2.1). 

 

As suggested in section 3.3.1, university-school collaboration could 

also play a key role in developing and sustaining generic practical 

knowledge (Cochran-Smith and Lytle 1999; Enthoven and de Bruijn 

2010; Nelson 2009), for instance by establishing epistemic 

communities in the form of school improvement networks (Peurach 

and Glazer 2016) or network improvement communities (Martin and 

Gobstein 2015).  

3.3.2.3 Train during the teacher education  

In this section, I present studies examining how the inquiry-based 

and collaborative PLC format can be advanced in relation to 

preservice teachers and their teacher education. Some of these studies 

are focused on initiatives to equip preservice teachers with 

collaborative inquiry skills in preparation for their practicum as well 

as during it (Chassels and Melville 2009; Norman et al. 2005; 

Santagata and Guarino 2012). Chassels and Melville (2009) do for 

example examine the benefits and challenges of using lesson studies 

during preservice teachers’ practicum as a tool for fostering 

collaborative inquiry skills. Among the benefits were new insights 

related to curriculum, teaching strategies, and student needs. These 

benefits were reported by both the preservice teachers and the school-

based teacher educators. Improved skills to provide and openness to 



 

 

 

30 

receive critical feedback among preservice teachers were also found. 

Challenges included issues such as individualistic teaching cultures at 

the schools in which the practicums took place, a lack of time to work 

with collaborative inquiry, and that many of the school-based teacher 

educators lacked training in the lesson study method. 

 

Other studies examine preservice teachers’ practicum as a platform 

for facilitating deepened and more authentic collaboration between 

university instructors and school-based teacher educators (also 

termed cooperating teachers). An argument for this focus is that 

school-based teacher educators, according to some studies, have the 

strongest influence on preservice teachers. However, in spite of this, 

there are indicators suggesting that teachers’ development into 

school-based teacher educators is a neglected topic. The 

establishment of school advisor networks, a type of PLC between 

school-based educators and university instructors, is proposed as a 

way of mending this deficiency (see Nielsen et al. 2010).  

 

Some studies also examine initiatives for developing teacher students’ 

collaborative inquiry skills through courses located at their university 

(Andersen and Matkins 2011; Santagata and Guarino 2012). One such 

study used an action research approach to examine the use of blogs as 

a tool to encourage preservice science teachers to collaboratively 

reflect on their teaching methods and practices, both during a 

methods course and during their practicum. As a result, the 

researchers provided recommendations for both curriculum 

improvement, for example by emphasizing the importance of 

providing clear instructions on what reflective practice entails, and 

organizational improvement (Andersen and Matkins 2011). 

 

One study also examined preservice teachers’ access to processes in 

which school-based teacher-educators construct context-specific and 

applied professional craft knowledge (also termed subject-specific 

pedagogical knowledge). Through two sub-studies, the authors of this 

study identified one school-based context in which preservice 

teachers had access to this collaborative production of subject-specific 

pedagogical knowledge. This school context was characterized by an 

ethos of mutual respect, trust, and care. It was not seen as a sign of 
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failure to share doubts regarding teaching practices. There was a 

strong institutional commitment to this type of knowledge 

production, and spaces reserved for teams to develop this knowledge. 

Interestingly, the second sub-study indicated that when preservice 

teachers’ practicum entails a focus on contested aspects of the 

curriculum, it can create insecurities among the school-based teacher-

educators, thereby hampering their willingness to share and 

collaboratively produce subject-specific pedagogical knowledge with 

the preservice teachers (Burn et al. 2007). 

3.3.2.4 Work to establish a supportive school leadership  

The research literature stresses that the administration and 

administrative leadership – especially the leadership of the 

principal(s) – plays a key role in setting the conditions for developing 

PLCs at schools. In this role, these actors can contribute to facilitating 

supportive conditions, but there are also examples when they have set 

conditions hampering the advancement of PLCs. A supportive 

administrative leadership is thus a key factor for PLC development 

(Bolam et al. 2005; Bryk et al. 1999; Cranston 2009; Gee and Whaley 

2016; Hipp et al. 2008; Horton and Martin 2013; Huffman et al. 

2001; LeChasseur et al. 2016; Roy and Hord 2006; Stoll et al. 2006; 

Wang 2016). 

 

One component of a supportive administrative leadership is that it is 

characterized by top-down support enabling bottom-up driven 

change. This emphasis should be seen in light of research stressing 

that there is no one-size-fits-all strategy for developing PLCs, 

meaning that it is important to adapt the strategies to suit each 

particular school context (Anderson and Herr 2011; Craig 2009; Craig 

2013; Darling-Hammond and McLauglin 2011; Hipp et al. 2008). 

Consequently, a mix of top-down and bottom-up approaches is 

proposed: 

[…] state of the art educational improvement theory suggests a conceptual 
framework that harnesses both top-down and bottom-up energies for 
high performance. The top provides a system-wide vision for 
improvement, accountability, and support for capacity building; the 
bottom exercises limited autonomy (bounded by the system vision) while 
engaging in intelligent, collaborative action. (Nehring and O’Brien 2012, 
p. 455) 
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The proposed mix of top-down and bottom-up approaches thus 

entails that principals and other administrative leaders primarily 

focus on facilitating supportive conditions for PLCs (cf. PLCs for 

principals in section 3.2). Accordingly, they should also engage in an 

ongoing dialogue with the teachers to ensure proper measures are 

taken.8 By contrast, top-down steering means that PLCs are 

commanded and enforced from above, with no or minimal inclusion 

of bottom-up input (Botha 2012; Darling-Hammond and McLaughlin 

2011; Huffman et al. 2001; Kafyulilo 2013; Khourey-Bowers et al. 

2005; Nehring and O’Brien 2012; Nelson and Slavit 2007; Roy and 

Hord 2006; Ryan et al. 2009). This top-down steering has been 

described as detrimental, for instance by having a tendency of 

producing enforced collaboration or contrived collegiality, resulting in 

superficial teamwork rather than genuine collegiality supportive of 

authentic inquiry processes (e.g. Hargreaves 1994; Snow-Gerono 

2005; Taylor et al. 2014; Wang 2015).  

 

Another aspect of the suggested mix of top-down and bottom-up 

approaches is that the administrative leadership supports and 

promotes the development of shared leadership, also discussed in 

terms of distributed leadership (Aubusson et al. 2007; Bolam et al. 

2005; Botha 2012; Gee and Whaley 2016; Hipp et al. 2008; Horton 

and Martin 2013; Richmond and Manokore 2011; Roy and Hord 

2006; Wang 2016), especially by encouraging the development of 

teacher leadership9 as an important part of improving the conditions 

 

 
8 Some research also argue that it is import to include other school staff, parents, and 

students in the process of establishing and developing PLCs at schools (e.g. 

Svanbjörnsdóttir et al. 2016b). Moreover, there are examples of studies focusing on PLCs 

encompassing collaboration between schools and local organizations representing a 

specific profession. One example of this is a study of PLCs that were developed for 

improving English language art instruction through collaboration between schools and local 

art organizations (Ellrodt et al. 2014). This would entail that the administrative leadership 

engages in dialogues with those other actors as well. 

9 The definitions of teacher leadership vary somewhat. An example of a definition is: “the 

process by which teachers, individually or collectively, influence their colleagues, 

principals, and other members of school communities to improve teaching and learning 

practices with the aim of increased student learning and achievement” (York-Barr and 
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for collaborative inquiry processes and other characteristics of well-

functioning and sustainable PLCs (Carpenter 2017; Hairon et al. 2015; 

Harris 2003; Hipp et al. 2008; Huffman et al. 2001; Khourey-Bowers 

et al. 2005; Muijs and Harris 2003; Salleh 2016).10 The principal in 

particular is described as a key actor for promoting the development 

of a shared leadership:  

The findings from this study convincingly indicate effective principals 
nurture, empower, and provide opportunities for teachers to assume 
shared leadership roles. In fact, this element may be the most promising 
factor in developing and sustaining professional learning communities. 
(Huffman et al. 2001, p. 459f)   

One example of how shared leadership can be advanced is through 

investments in teacher leadership training, such as training in 

facilitating collaborative critical inquiry processes and in mentoring 

(e.g. Muijs and Harris 2003). Another example is that the 

administrative leadership involves the teachers in co-producing a 

shared vision for the school (Botha 2012; Huffman et al. 2001). 

 

Yet another aspect of the administrative support, for which dialogue 

with the teachers is crucial, is to adapt and shape school policies in 

ways that create synergies and reduce clashes with the efforts to work 

in PLCs. One part of this is to develop school staffing policies 

encouraging and spurring teachers to develop their professional roles 

to become more collaborative, and that the principals demonstrate a 

substantial interest in this development. This includes providing time, 

space, and incentives for such undertakings (Aubusson et al. 2007; 

Bolam et al. 2005; Bond 2013; Bryk et al. 1999; Mintzes et al. 2013; 

Stoll et al. 2006) as well as contributing to the improvement of the 

school’s networking capacity with other schools and organizations 

(Bolam et al. 2005; Mintzes et al. 2013). Another part of this is to 

assess current school policies and, when needed, seek to adapt them 

to become supportive of the processes of establishing and developing 

 

 
Duke 2004, p. 287–288, cited from Hairon et al. 2015, p. 164). For other definitions, see 

Harion et al. (2015, p. 164) and Harris (2003, p. 315ff). 

10 Related to this, there are also studies focusing on the role of teacher mentorship in 

introducing novice teachers to the PLC format (van Ginkel et al. 2016). 
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PLCs (Darling-Hammond and McLaughlin 2011). This entails that the 

principal and other school leaders filter and adapt external demands 

on the school so that these do not clash with the PLCs, but preferably 

support their development, as stated in the following passage:  

School leaders must also manage district administrators’ attempts to 
influence teachers’ classroom practice by seeking to align district 
initiatives with school initiatives and buffering district-initiated programs 
that are not aligned with their school’s vision. (LeChasseur et al. 2016, p. 
270) 

This type of leadership measure should especially be seen in light of 

conflicts between collaborative professionalism based on inquiry (as 

in strong PLCs) and management professionalism characterized by 

top-down policies and, linked to these, different forms of 

standardization that sets limits for collaborative inquiry (Darling-

Hammond and McLaughlin 2011; Lofthouse and Thomas 2017). 

Conflicts between standardization trends and situated collaborative 

inquiry – the latter being premised on context sensitive knowledge 

production – have also been highlighted (Anderson and Herr 2011; 

Berger et al. 2005).  

 

The emphasis on assessing and adapting school policies also relates to 

observations that there at times are incentives encouraging 

individualized professional development rather than collaborative 

professional development. In the North American context there is for 

instance research arguing “[…] that attention should shift from 

focusing on individuals (eg. merit pay, career ladders etc) to 

developing schools as professional learning communities” (Bolam et 

al. 2005, p. 7). 

 

The frequent occurrences of goal conflicts and competing power 

structures at schools, as emphasized in micro-political research on 

school development, should also be considered by the school 

leadership. The micro-political research stresses that such conflicts 

are often key barriers to PLC development, in addition to factors such 

as a lack of guidance, capacity building, and social capital (e.g. Ball 

1987; LeChasseur et al. 2016). At the same time, it is highlighted that 

conflicts between teachers, when used productively, are a key 

ingredient in promoting reflection and development (Bolam et al. 
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2005; LeChasseur et al. 2016; Musanti 2017), as expressed in the 

following passage:  

[…] when teachers engage in genuine collaborative PD [professional 
development], conflict becomes part of the process of questioning one’s 
beliefs opening the possibility for change. The goal of TPLC [teacher 
professional learning communities] should not be to generate a common 
set of beliefs or a unified way of thinking about practice but to foster 
professional growth embracing conflict, engaging in critical reflection, 
and allowing dissent to avoid stagnation. (Musanti 2017, p. 295) 

As stressed by Mintrop and Charles (2017), there are nonetheless 

different types of conflict. A combination of low levels of relationship 

conflict, strong value consensus, and high degrees of task conflict are 

for example presented as a characteristic of effective PLC groups. 

They also emphasize that conflicts can be more or less productive 

depending on when they are played out in a PLC’s development. 

Hence, when learning how to utilize conflicts productively, it is worth 

acknowledging that there are different types of conflicts and that the 

PLC’s development phase should be considered. 

 

A final aspect of a leadership supportive of PLCs is that it encourages 

the development of a culture supportive of critical inquiry (although 

this overlaps with the other aspects that has been outlined above). For 

instance, it is underscored that the principal(s) can communicate 

support for collaborative inquiry by encouraging a culture of trust and 

openness (Bolam et al. 2005; Bond 2013; Cranston 2009; Darling-

Hammond and McLaughlin 2011; Huffman et al. 2001; Roy and Hord 

2006). As emphasized, “[l]eaders must create and sustain settings in 

which teachers feel safe to admit mistakes, to try (and possibly fail), 

and to disclose aspects of their teaching” (Darling-Hammond and 

McLaughlin 2011, p. 87). In line with this research, it is stressed that 

school leaders can help spur changes in the school culture towards the 

type of collaborative professional culture expressed through strong 

PLCs. Wang (2015) do for example argue that what he calls “arranged 

collegiality” can be advanced through long-term commitment that is 

sensitive to the school culture while also seeking to reshape it. Part of 

this reshaping process is the construction of new opportunities, 

incentives, and expectations on teachers to work collaboratively. This 

is contrasted to contrived collegiality, in which collegiality between 

teachers is forced from above and implemented in a speedy and 
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culturally insensitive fashion. Although there is at times a fine line 

between arranged and contrived collegiality, Wang (2015) contends 

that arranged collegiality, carried out in this sensitive, facilitative, and 

supportive fashion, can play an important role in transforming school 

cultures to become more collaborative and thus supportive of effective 

PLCs. Moreover, a key difference is that arranged collegiality 

corresponds to the mix of top-down and bottom-up approaches 

described earlier, while contrived collegiality is symptomatic of the 

top-down approach. 

 

In sum, these various aspects of leadership points to the importance 

of working to promote a supportive school leadership, for example 

through training programs for principals, but also to advance policies 

that encourage and empower school leaders to develop and sustain 

PLCs. 
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4 Concluding summary 

In this report, I have presented research findings demonstrating the 

benefits of professional learning communities (PLCs). I have also 

identified the defining characteristics of PLCs, and provided a 

research informed discussion of how a PLC infrastructure could be 

promoted. In this chapter, I briefly summarize the findings and 

discussion of the reviewed literature and conclude with the 

implications for future research. As mentioned elsewhere in this 

report, my specific focus is on PLCs as an infrastructure for 

developing subject didactic professional knowledge among teachers in 

Swedish primary and secondary schools and, related to this, improved 

student learning in the specific school subjects. 

 

To start with, there is research pointing to several benefits with PLCs. 

These benefits include perceptions of increased professional learning 

and enhanced teaching efficacy among teachers, actual changes of 

teaching practices, overall movements toward more collaborative 

school cultures, and improved student learning. Taken together, this 

suggests that there are good reasons to pursue the development of 

PLCs, not the least in the Swedish school system where empirical 

evidence suggests that the type of collaborative professionalism 

facilitated by PLCs is underdeveloped. 

 

Based on my reading of the research literature, the defining 

characteristics of PLCs are: (1) that they are integrated in the school 

organization as a part of its routines; (2) that the local school context 

– with its practices, knowledge, and concerns – is the point of 

departure for the PLC development process; (3) that collaborative and 

reflective inquiry is carried out and cultivated; (4) that there is a 

shared vision and goals for student learning, and; (5) that the teachers 

and the school leadership take collective responsibility for student 

learning. Related to this, there are different ways of organizing PLCs. 

However, since my focus is on PLCs for developing subject didactic 

knowledge among teachers and for improving students learning in 

specific school subjects, I have primarily focused on PLCs organized 

around specific school subjects, such as civics or history. These PLCs 

are comprised of teachers from one discipline. Nevertheless, other 
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PLCs, such as PLCs consisting of principals or a mix of school staff, 

could also be important for improving the conditions for PLCs with a 

disciplinary focus.  

 

Grounded in research findings, I have offered a discussion with 

tentative suggestions of how the development of a PLC infrastructure 

with a subject didactic focus could be promoted. First of all, I have 

argued for the advancement of a PLC infrastructure designed to 

promote collaborative inquiry that produces both context-specific 

knowledge and learning, and more generic practice-based knowledge. 

I have discussed the more context-specific knowledge in terms of 

knowledge-in-practice/mode 2 knowledge, and suggested that 

communities of practice would be an appropriate PLC format for this 

type of knowledge. I have also stressed that external facilitators, 

especially researchers, can help facilitate the type of collaborative 

inquiry process that supports the production of this type of practice-

based knowledge. I have also suggested that researchers and 

universities could play a key role in promoting the more generic 

practical knowledge discussed in terms of public practice-based 

knowledge and knowledge-of-practice. This type of knowledge is 

developed through practice-based research as well. However, to 

enable a more wide-spread flow of this generic practical knowledge, I 

have suggested that epistemic communities offer an appropriate 

community format for this type of knowledge. That is, epistemic 

communities could support a flow of more generic practical 

knowledge across school contexts, which could then be adapted, 

exploited, and further developed during the collaborative processes at 

the school-based PLCs (the communities of practice) and through 

other forms of collaborative practice-based research between teachers 

and researchers. Moreover, university-school partnerships could play 

a key role in developing and sustaining these epistemic communities.  

 

Second, I have identified and discussed four different types of 

partially overlapping measures that, in combination, could contribute 

to the development of well-functioning and sustainable PLCs. These 

measures are:  
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1) Adapt to each school context. This entails adapting measures 

for PLCs development to: (i) the development phase of each 

particular PLC, (ii) the external contextual factors effecting the 

conditions for the PLCs development, and (iii) the specific traits 

in the culture of the school organization.  

 

2) Promote university-school collaboration. University-school 

collaboration can contribute to the development of PLCs at 

schools, not the least since researchers can play an important 

role in training teachers and, thereby, in facilitating conditions 

for critical and reflective inquiry processes between teachers. 

University-school collaboration could also be of key importance 

for developing generic practice-based knowledge, based on 

practice-based research, and for developing and sustaining 

epistemic communities through which such knowledge can 

circulate and be further developed by communities of practice, 

academia, and other relevant organizations. 

 

3) Train during the teacher education. The teacher education can 

be used as a platform to train preservice teachers in 

collaborative and reflective inquiry. There is also research 

suggesting that PLCs with a focus on improving collaboration 

between university instructors and school-based teacher 

educators is beneficial for the teacher education. 

 

4) Work to establish a supportive school leadership. Several 

studies emphasize that the administrative leadership, especially 

the school principal(s), are key actors in facilitating conditions 

supportive of the development and sustaining of PLCs, notably 

through a mix of top-down and bottom-up approaches, but that 

they can also counteract such supportive conditions. This does, 

among other things, put the spotlight on the training of school 

principals but also on the importance of promoting policies that 

empower school leaders to be supportive of PLCs. 

 

As mentioned, these four types of measures should be seen as 

complementary and partially overlapping. Together they, and the 

suggestion to promote different types of practice-based knowledge 
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through a mix of communities of practice and epistemic communities, 

offer a path that could lead to PLCs being developed and sustained in 

the Swedish primary and secondary schools – PLCs marked by 

practice-based, collaborative inquiry supporting teachers’ subject 

didactic professional development and students’ learning chances. 

However, although the report’s suggestions on how to promote PLCs 

are grounded in research, they are nevertheless tentative and their 

potential to promote well-functioning PLCs in Swedish schools is 

uncertain. This being said, they provide several research-informed 

ideas that can prove useful to future research with the ambition to test 

and further develop models that seek to advance practice-based 

research and collaborative subject didactic professionalism, both in 

the Swedish school system and elsewhere. Hence, this literature 

review should be seen as an attempt to make a modest contribution to 

the development of a more collaborative professionalism among 

teachers – a professionalism that can improve both teaching and 

student learning. 
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