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Professional Learning Communities

Category: Professional Learning, Coaching and Reflection

A professional learning community (PLC) is a group of educators who take collective responsibility for
improving practice and learner outcomes through sustained collaboration, enquiry and evidence use. It is
more than regular meetings or collegial support: professional learning is organised around shared
educational purposes and tested through changes in practice.

Effective PLCs combine shared values and vision, collective responsibility, reflective professional
enquiry, collaboration, inclusive membership and mutual trust. They require supportive leadership, time,
information and structures that connect group learning with the wider institution (Stoll et al., 2006).

Core Characteristics

1. Shared purpose: Define the learning problem, ethical commitments and outcomes for which
members accept responsibility.

2. Collective enquiry: Investigate assumptions and practice using research, learner evidence and
disciplined professional dialogue.

3. Collaborative action: Co-design, test and refine teaching or support rather than merely
exchanging resources.

4. Evidence and learning: Examine intended and unintended effects across learners and adapt
explanations and practice.

5. Enabling culture: Protect time, trust, inclusive participation, leadership support and links beyond
the immediate group.

Examples in Practice

A foundation-year PLC investigates uneven progression in academic reading. Members analyse
disaggregated work samples and student accounts, study relevant research, test two common routines
across subjects and review effects before revising both curriculum and support.

Why It Matters

Well-developed PLCs can strengthen teaching and learner outcomes, although the evidence base
contains methodological limitations. Collaboration alone may reinforce weak practice, suppress dissent
or become administrative compliance. A PLC needs critical enquiry, relevant expertise and attention to
equity. Leaders should evaluate changes in learner experience and professional capacity, not the number
of meetings, shared files or declared commitments (Vescio et al., 2008).
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