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Research studies in a range of international contexts such as USA and UK have emphasised the value
and role of professional learning communities (PLCs) to enhance professional practice (Stoll & Louis,
2007). There is also growing evidence of the positive outcomes of schools operating as professional
learning communities (Lomos et al, 2012; Thomas 2010), and so it is not surprising to find increasing
interest in exploring the concept internationally, and specifically in China and East Asia (Hannum et al,
2007; Sargent & Hannum, 2009; Wong 2010a; 2010b). Since the introduction of a market-based
economic system, the central government in China has linked achieving economic growth and a need for
educational reform designed to meet the challenges of globalization. This has involved an accelerating
series of reforms of curriculum and assessment. The Chinese ten-year plan National Plan for Education
Reform and Development (CMOE, 2010) highlighted in particular the need to improve teaching quality,
methods and approaches. Moreover, similar challenges exist and reforms are underway in other East
Asian countries.
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However, in mainland China, little empirical research exists on this topic although some researchers
have argued that PLCs typically exist as part of the formal organisational structure of the education
system, largely in the form of teaching and school research groups (Teddlie & Liu, 2008). Other research
indicates that for many teachers in China professional learning is underdeveloped and that their
satisfaction with CPD activities is low (Zhao et al, 2009). Moreover, there are indications that teachers’
access to CPD is not equitable, with those in disadvantaged and rural areas having fewer opportunities
to participate meaningfully in professional development (Robinson, & Yi, 2008). Given the importance of
raising educational quality to reduce poverty in China (Zhang & Zhao, 2006), it is timely and essential to
consider the nature and reality of teachers professional development as well as the utility of
professional learning communities concept to enhance teacher quality and school effectiveness.
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In this context, the evidence from the ITDEQC project indicates that Chinese schools developing as
effective professional learning communities could meaningfully contribute to achieving the desired
educational reforms and change (Thomas et al 2015). Therefore, this policy brief and the ITDEQC
teachers’ toolkit seeks to support the development of PLCs by providing lessons learned and best
practice exemplars from PLCs in Chinese case study schools. These PLC materials are relevant to
Chinese teachers but are also designed to be potentially useful to teachers in other Confucian heritage
countries in East Asia.
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Improving Teacher Development and Educational Quality in China (ITDEQC) Project
‘qumi‘ﬁwmﬂgLL@z@mmwmaﬁﬂwﬂuﬂ@xmﬂau (ITDEQC)

The evidence we draw on comes from the findings of a joint UK-China research project “Improving
Teacher Development and Educational Quality in China” funded by UKAID/DfID (IEEQC/ITDEQC, 2017).
The research investigated the existence and relevance of professional learning communities (PLCs) to
promote student outcomes and teacher development in Chinese senior secondary schools. Both
guantitative and qualitative data were collected and analysed including interviews and focus groups
with 90+ stakeholders and a survey of 17,000+ teachers in three regions. The ways PLCs are promoted
and sustained in Chinese schools were identified from national policy makers and four detailed case
study schools, selected on the basis of “value added effectiveness” and rural/urban location. Overall,
the project sought to provide quality data to enhance understanding of teacher development and
learning, how these aspects relate to school effectiveness and improvement and how sustainable
teacher development can be promoted.
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The definition of PLC used in the ITDEQC project was as follows: “A professional learning community
(PLC) is an inclusive group of people, motivated by a shared learning vision, who support and work with
each other, finding ways, inside and outside their immediate community, to enquire on their practice
and together learn new and better approaches that will enhance all students’ learning.”
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This definition was taken from the source materials, for school leaders and other leaders of professional
learning (Stoll et al, 2006), produced from UK government-funded research into creating and sustaining
effective professional learning communities (Bolam et al 2005). A key aim of the ITDEQC project was to
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explore and test out in the Chinese context the existence and stakeholder perceptions of eight PLC
characteristics and four processes which promote and sustain them, as identified by Bolam and
colleagues:
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Eight Characteristics of a PLC: Shared values and vision, Collective responsibility for students’ learning,
Collaboration focused on learning, Group as well as individual professional learning, Reflective
professional enquiry, Openness, networks and partnerships, Inclusive Membership, Mutual trust,
respect and support.
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Four Processes to develop a PLC: Optimising resources and structures to promote the PLC, Promoting
professional learning, Evaluating and sustaining the PLC, Leading and managing to promote the PLC.
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A key difference between PLCs and the related concept of “school learning community” is that PLCs are
primarily focused on teacher development and the impact of teacher learning on student outcomes.
Overall the two concepts overlap, but the idea of a “school learning community” is a broader concept
highlighting the learning context and processes of all individuals in the school community.
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What are the lessons learned about PLCs in China?
Alamauginaaiu PLCs Tullszimaauiazlsting?

The findings from the ITDEQC study indicate that the concept of PLCs is relevant and useful in the
Chinese context, both established sub-PLCs, as well as whole school PLCs seem to exist. However,
participants understanding of the concept varied, as did their view of how far features of a PLC were
evident in their own schools or more generally in Chinese schools. Typically and in line with previous
research (Wong, 2010), stakeholders linked PLCs with their established practice of teachers working in
teaching and research groups, and other existing professional development mechanisms such as strong
support for mentoring, collaboration and model lessons. Although all the case schools used teaching
groups as an organising mechanism for management they differed in the ways these groups operated
and in the ways participants described their involvement and purposes, for example involving more or
less meaningful reflective enquiry. Nevertheless, students in all four case study schools said they felt
supported by teachers — though these were all final year students and preparing for the college
entrance exam. They all referred to giving regular formal feedback on teachers’ practice. They
expected, and saw, changes as a result of their feedback.
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In terms of the eight particular PLC characteristics identified in English schools (Bolam et al, 2005), there
was generally strong consistent evidence from policy makers and across the four senior secondary
schools on four out of eight characteristics. The most developed PLC features comprised:

e shared value and vision,

e collective responsibility for student learning,

e collaboration focused on learning,

e group and individual professional learning.
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Meanwhile, the evidence was more mixed for two PLC features: mutual trust, respect and support and
openness, networks and partnerships, with the latter feature clearly linked by school staff to the extent
of funding opportunities. In contrast, the most challenging PLC features were found to be:

o reflective professional enquiry
e inclusive Membership
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Inclusiveness was the least easily understood concept. The response of schools to this idea varied but
typically was focused on the separate nature of support staff responsibilities. In terms of reflective
professional enquiry, this appears to be highly formalized and monitored in Chinese schools and some
stakeholders consequently considered teachers reflections to be rather superficial or much too focused
on examination success. The management of teachers is typically hierarchical and lacks opportunities
for distributed leadership, which may result in teachers’ being motivated mainly by external incentives
such as promotion criteria. Interestingly junior teachers and some non-teachers seemed to express the
more progressive ideas but the social and organizational hierarchy may impede their contribution. The
extent to which this is evident varies between schools and links to ideas of mutual trust, respect and
support, a factor which also seemed to differ between the four Chinese schools but nevertheless is
clearly evident in more mature PLCs.
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In terms of how PLC development could be better supported in the Chinese context, teachers and policy
makers indicated that the activity by leaders and educational administrative departments at all levels
(school, region, national) was key and closely involved the policy and method of evaluating teacher’s
professional development and student outcomes. This issue is important and suggests that the PLC
concept needs to be adapted to the Chinese context. Aspects that need to be considered in refining the
PLC concept in China include acknowledging:
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e A Confucian heritage context, where many students, their parents and society more broadly,
typically value high stakes examination results above all other educational outcomes.

e Large differences exist in socio-economic development and traditional perspectives between
east and west and rural and urban contexts; consequently new ideas such as PLCs may be more
difficult to implement in some poorer areas.

e The strength of existing pedagogies and collaboration, as well as hierarchies and competition,
which typically down plays the role of non-teaching support staff and parents and does not
facilitate distributed leadership.

e The need for explicit government and regional policy to support PLC development in schools as
well as funding for training teachers and other stakeholders in the PLC concept.
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The last point is crucial given the leadership of the head and support from the whole district and
national government is key to empower teachers to take more responsibilities themselves for their own
learning and school improvement. Adequate time and training is also necessary for new habits to be
cultivated, although it is likely that large variations in funding across regions and schools needs to be
better addressed to provide more opportunities for rural schools and teachers to be actively engaged in
PLC development.
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Overall, we would argue that the ITDEQC evidence indicates that educational reforms around teacher
development and improving student outcomes could be enhanced through PLC development tailored
for the Chinese or similar East Asian contexts. Stakeholders clearly indicated that PLC evaluation tools
and training could improve professional development practices and teacher agency. ITDEQC schools
reported that staff who had received such training had developed a better understanding of the
features of more effective PLCs, such as reflective teaching practices and distributed leadership. In
some cases ITDEQC schools had also subsequently introduced more effective strategies to promote and
sustain the school as a PLC, such as greater involvement of non-teaching support staff. The important
lesson learned is that PLC development adapted to Confucian heritage contexts and country priorities
has the potential to be very powerful in bringing about the changes needed to improve quality and
equity in the Chinese and similar east Asian education systems. However, this is unlikely to be achieved
without explicit endorsement and support from policy makers and school leaders and impact may be
limited without a fairer distribution of resources across schools and regions.
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