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Abstract 

A greater emphasis on students’ academic performance and innovative methods to teaching is 

a driving force in ensuring quality higher education. These factors are also crucial in adult 

education. Therefore, faculty need to keep up with the latest teaching-learning strategies to 

deliver quality education through professional development initiatives. Professional Learning 

Community (PLC) is such an initiative where a group of educators continuously seek and share 

learning to enhance their teaching skills. Although PLC hold an effective learning structure for 

teachers to improve teaching-learning practices, it is not sufficiently explored at the higher-

level education including open universities. Drawing on the literature on the best practices of 

PLCs, this article presents general features of PLC and discusses why and how it can be 

implemented at a school of Open university in Bangladesh. An action plan on how to develop 

PLC for enhancing teaching-learning practices is discussed and possible challenges and 

solutions are highlighted. 

Keywords: professional learning communities, adult learners, teaching-learning, Open 

university, Action Plan. 

   

1. Introduction 

Teaching-learning is a crucial factor of higher education (HE) and it has extensive impact 

on students’ performance (Bidabadi, Isfahani, Rouhollahi & Khalili, 2016). To prepare students 

for the globalized job market, it is necessary to implement real-world based teaching-learning 

(Hillard, 2012). It is also important for adult learners, who are already in the workforce, in 

developing their skills (Butcher & Rose-Adams, 2015). Therefore, it is essential for faculty to 

employ latest pedagogical strategies to enhance student performance (Delvin & 

Samarawickrema, 2010). The reflective thinking of faculty about what, when and how they 

should learn, improve and implement new teaching strategies has led to an educational reform 

platform known as Professional Learning Communities (PLC) (Terry, Zafonte & Elliott, 2018).  

PLC is such a learning structure where faculty collaborately identify students’ needs, share 

own practices, explore innovative teaching ideas, acquire new skills, adopt them in classroom 

practices that ensure long lasting effect on students learning (Harion, Goh, Chua & Wang, 

2017). Sharing teaching experience, learning latest pedagogical knowledge, reflecting on 

teaching practices and focusing on student performance are not practiced in all the universities 
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of Bangladesh including in the Bangladesh Open University (BOU) (Raqib, 2019; Rahman et. 

al, 2018). Therefore, having a PLC in HE is not a concept in this country. As a consequence, 

the teaching-learning quality and student performance is not up to mark in Bangladesh (Rahman 

et. al, 2018). Hence, it is important to study literature on the best practices of PLC and apply 

that knowledge in the context of Bangladesh.  

1.1 Rationale of the Study 

The teaching-learning process in the universities of Bangladesh mainly follow inflexible 

traditional lecture method (Rahman et. al., 2018). Teacher-centred class, rote learning, students’ 

passivity and lack of technology inclusion are identified by Rahman et. al. (2018) as major 

aspects of instructional practices here. It is also followed by Bangladesh Open University 

(BOU), which is the only open university in this country. This practice obstructs student 

learning and makes it a challenge to deliver quality education. Hence, the existing teaching-

learning practice needs to be reformed in Bangladesh (Rahman et. al., 2018). It indicates that 

faculty of different HE institutions of Bangladesh need to collaborate to improve their skills 

and students’ performance through a learning group like PLC. Though PLC is practiced in a 

few schools and colleges, it is largely absent in universities (Rahman, 2012) including BOU. 

Some private universities implement the latest teaching-learning practices (Mannan, 2016), but 

they do not have any formal PLC.   

To improve teaching-learning system, PLC has been widely practiced in many educational 

institutions during the last three decades. Cherrington et. al. (2017); Schuck, Aubusson, 

Kearney, Burden (2013) have pointed out that, due to its flexibility and action-oriented nature, 

PLC is more effective than other learning structures at university level. It can be assumed from 

prior studies that PLC will be effective in Bangladesh as well. Therefore, it should be 

established at the universities in Bangladesh including BOU. Since the ‘School of Social 

Sciences, Humanities & Language’ (SSHL) is the largest school at BOU and provides both 

distance and face-to-face education, faculty need special teaching skills to improve student 

learning. However, discussion and collaborative attempt to improve teaching practice is not 

part of the academic culture at SSHL. Thus, PLC has a major potential in that school. Therefore, 

current study proposes an action plan on how to establish PLC at SSHL.  

1.2 Objectives of the Study 

1. To review the current teaching-learning and PLC practices in Bangladesh 

2. To analyses previous studies on PLC implementation process and its outcome on faculty 

performance and student learning achievement. 

3. To develop an action plan on implementation of PLC at SSHL in Bangladesh Open 

University 

2. Methods 

This paper provides a critical analysis of current PLC literature that empirically examines 

the implementation process of PLC, effect of PLCs on teaching-learning and also provided an 

action plan to establish PLC at Bangladesh Open University. To provide a review and an action 

plan as inclusive as possible, literatures were searched in several educational databases (Google 

Scholar, ERIC and Web of Knowledge) for articles published between 2009–2019.  Three 

filters were used to search PLC studies: (a) the article is empirical and peer-reviewed; (b) the 

article discuss about the theoretical base of PLC (c) the article reports on implementation of 

PLC and (d) the article reviews the outcome on teacher practices and students’ learning after 

PLC intervention. Terms like “professional learning communities,” “communities of practice,” 

“faculty learning communities,” “professional development communities,” “teacher 
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communities,” “professional communities,” and “professional learning communities in higher 

education” were used in the abstracts, titles, and in the whole texts of the articles.   

This search resulted in more than 300 published papers. After the first filtering, 80 peer-

reviewed and empirical articles were found. These studies reviewed various types of PLCs; 

school-based PLCs (Vescio et al., 2008), PLC in universities (Cherrington et al., 2017; Terry 

et al., 2018), and theoretical implementation process of PLCs (Rodríguez Bonces, 2014; 

Stewart, 2014). A second screening was conducted to validate whether the articles analyzed at 

least one of the identified outcomes of PLCs: changes in teacher practice or student learning 

outcomes. This screening provided 45 articles for the last filtering.  

In a third filtering, I read all 45 articles and noted important information. The approach 

researchers described about the implementation of PLC, activities and professional practices in 

which teachers were engaged in, and self-reports of teachers about their experience in PLCs 

were also examined from that articles. Individual judgments were made on the extent to which 

PLCs in these articles can be adopted in the context of SSHL at Bangladesh Open University. 

Finally, a follow-up study was conducted to select articles that are needed to eliminate or keep 

for this review study. This final screening resulted in 29 theoretical and empirical PLC studies 

that were reviewed and critically analyzed and an action plan was developed based on all that 

studies. 

3. Review of Literature on PLC 

3.1 PLC: Conceptual foundation 

PLC is a broad concept and there is no all-embracing and unique definition of it. 

Generally, the concept is defined by Hord (1997) as a group of educators who “continuously 

seek and share learning, and act on their learning” to enhance their skills as professionals for 

students’ benefit. Stoll, Bolam, Macmohan, Wallace & Thomas (2006) defined it broadly as an 

inclusive group motivated by a vision of shared learning who collaboratively work to find ways 

from inside and outside the community, reflect on their practice and continues to learn better 

pedagogical strategies to enhance students’ performance. Definitions of PLC may have 

different interpretations, but there seems to be a consensus among theorists that it is a 

collaborative group of professionals who have a shared purpose to continuously improve, 

reform and transform teaching practice to better student learning.  

PLC is founded on some attributes which are essential for establishing an effective 

community. Hord (1997) suggested that shared and supportive leadership, shared beliefs, 

values and vision, collective learning and collaboration, sharing teaching practice, and 

supportive relational and structural conditions as the five attributes of PLC. However, Stoll et. 

al. (2006) and Vescio, Ross and Adams (2008) added some other features: teacher autonomy, 

mutual trust, respect and support among staff members, inclusive membership, openness, 

networks and partnerships. Doğan and Adams (2018) found that new dimensions do not 

enhance the classic features that much. In contrast, Cherrington et. al. (2017) found new 

features like relational trust and autonomy as the key to shared learning and teaching practice. 

Analyzing these dimensions, it can be concluded that despite the basic dimensions, PLC can 

have different features based on different institutional context.   

3.2 Ways to develop PLC to enhance teaching practice 

The structure of PLC should be flexible, fluid and founded on the challenging and ongoing 

needs of the students and teachers in a particular context (Bolam et. al., 2005). Therefore, 

different institutions establish PLC on the basis of the institutional context. Some PLCs are 

general where only teachers are members (Murphy, 2015; Vescio et. al, 2008). However, 

Cherrington et. al. (2017) and Terry et. al (2018) reported inclusive PLCs as successful in their 
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study. Cherrington et. al. (2017) suggested that it can be formed by the initiative of a steering 

committee (comprised of academic developers, faculty, external members and professional 

staffs). Inclusive PLC can be useful in the multidimensional context of BOU. Cherrington et. 

al. (2017) reported thematic-hubs in a PLC. Typically, PLC starts from a beginning stage to 

intermediate stage before developing a mature PLC (Stoll & Louis, 2007). It is apparent from 

the discussion that forming PLC and continuing it is a complex process. 

 PLC works through a systematic way to achieve better student learning. In this regard, 

Stewart (2014) proposed a cycle for continuous improvement in teaching-learning for adult 

learners’ HE programs. The cycle starts from identifying needs of student and faculty to 

developing lesson plans; implementing, reflecting upon; upgrading practice and ends at student 

evaluation. Rodríguez Bonces (2014) proposed a similar cycle in Colombian HE context.  

Following a cyclic structure will keep faculty motivated and engaged in each step at SSHL in 

BOU. Duration of PLC sessions is a crucial factor behind a successful PLC. In order to launch 

blended mode learning, initially faculty used to meet in every two weeks and later on once in a 

month in a roundtable format for 1 hour in PLC (Terry et. al, 2018). Stewart (2014) suggested 

to work in a cycle for at least a semester and 20 hours of meetings apart from training sessions.  

There are different ways by which faculty share, learn and improve teaching-learning 

practice. Sharing and reviewing lessons, peer observation, engaging in collaborative study are 

demonstrated as effective by Vescio et. al. (2008). Cherrington et. al. (2017) observed seminar, 

workshop and training focused on teaching and technology, research into PLC as useful 

techniques. DuFour (2004) noted that for ensuring student achievement, faculty collect and 

analyze data of student formative assessment, set SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, 

realistic and time bound) goals and plan monitor student progress. Faruki, Haque & Islam 

(2019) reported same strategies as effective in improving teaching-learning practice at a college 

in Bangladesh. Therefore, it can be concluded that, above mentioned activities practiced in PLC 

can also be useful in the context of BOU.  

3.3 Impact of PLC in improving teaching-learning practices 

Goal of PLC is to improve and create new teaching-learning practices (Philpott & Oates, 

2016). Vescio et. al. (2008) provided evidence that PLC introduced student-centred teaching, 

created flexible classroom arrangements and implemented visualization techniques. Besides 

that, Doğan and Adams (2018) reported incorporation of digital tools and formative 

assessments. Cherrington et. al. (2017) identified incorporation of technology, flipped 

classroom, blended approaches and innovative teaching techniques in a university PLC. Terry. 

et. al. (2018) noted that faculty learned active learning strategies, and classroom management 

technologies for online classes. However, majority of the empirical studies indicate only 

improvement in practice rather than describing specific changes in pedagogy (Philpott & Oates, 

2016). Review of these studies led me to conclude that the recent outcome of PLCs is to include 

innovative teaching practices by including technology which is largely absent in Bangladesh.  

Impact of PLC in nurturing faculty growth seems uncontested (Hellner, 2008). Stacey & 

Mackey (2009) reported that PLC members feel more prepared in implementing new teaching 

techniques, understanding own teaching philosophy and collaborating with other faculty. 

Similar findings are stated by Terry et. al (2008) where PLC provide moral support and create 

sense of belongingness. In addition, PLC increases faculty motivation, job satisfaction, 

reduction of isolation and faculty burnout, and develop and maintain faculty relationship (Roth, 

2014). However, Raqib (2019) identified that work in isolation, lack of sharing practice and 

hierarchical structure among faculty are obstacles to teaching-learning practice at universities 

in Bangladesh. In my view, teachers’ growth is a pre-requisite to enhanced teaching-learning 

quality, which can be achieved by PLC.  
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The ultimate goal of PLC is to improve student learning, the success of which is 

determined by student achievement. Doğan and Adams (2018), Hofman and Bosker (2011), 

Roth (2014), and Terry et. al. (2018) reported positive correlation between PLCs and student 

learning, increased student interaction, awareness and engagement. Therefore, PLCs promote 

both student-achievement, and student-growth.  However, there is no empirical study of PLC’s 

impact on learning on adult learners in both international and Bangladeshi contexts.  

4. Results of the Study: An Action Plan to Develop PLC 

4.1 Proposed Structure of PLC at SSHL in BOU 

A steering committee comprised of 12 faculty members across 7 disciplines of SSHL, 2 

educational development staff, 1 external member from another university and 2 administrative 

staff will form PLC (Figure 1). Any faculty of SSHL can become a general member. Following 

the suggestion of Rodríguez Bonces (2014), this PLC includes a plan to add external members 

from national and overseas universities at the matured stage. 

4.2 Steps to Establish PLC 

PLC of SSHL will approach the goal to improve teaching-learning following the steps 

presented in Figure 2. 

(i) Forming PLC. To get formal permission to establish a PLC, steering committee will 

convince university authority through a well-developed proposal. Necessary requirements to 

form PLC and its significance should be mentioned in the proposal.  

(ii) Organize Community. Steering committee will invite all faculty for a general 

meeting. Structure, aims, norms and opportunities of PLC will be explained in that meeting to 

provide teachers a clear picture about the community. Initially interested academics will 

become members of PLC.  

(iii) Distribution of Roles and Responsibilities. Roles and responsibilities of members 

will be distributed after initial organization of PLC. Facilitators will help the community to 

move forward by ensuring faculty participation and understanding the progress to achieve 

goals. Note Taker will keep agenda, documents of the work of the community. Norm Manager 

will remind about the norms and ensure members adherence to them. General members will act 

as effective group fellows by respecting norms, collaborating and sharing ideas and 

experiences. 
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Figure 2: Steps of Developing PLC 

iv) PLC Cycle. After completing initial steps, proposed PLC will run cyclically in one 

year. It will follow the models by Rodríguez Bonces (2014) and Stewart (2014).  

a. Determine students’ needs. Two workshops, each of two-hour duration, will be 

conducted to identify common problems in teaching-learning, reasons behind poor student 

performance etc. based on common student assessment data.  

b. Determine faculty learning needs. Two discussion sessions, each of one-hour 

duration, will be organized to identify learning needs of teachers and set SMART goals for the 

upcoming semester. A probable goal can be, for example: 80% of PLC members will learn 

educational theories and teaching strategies by a certain month.  

c. Learn and review concepts related to teaching. PLC will organize 8-10 training 

sessions on latest teaching strategies. After that, 4-5 day-long skills learning workshop on 

creating model lesson plans and demonstration of teaching using new strategies will be held.  

d. Apply concepts to lessons and teaching practices. At this stage, faculty will meet 4-

5 times in a month, each time for 90 minutes, to practice teaching collaboratively. Group 

discussions, presentations, feedback and critique-sessions on lesson plan and teaching will run 

during the time. 

e. Apply new instructions in class. While applying new teaching techniques in class, 

faculty will take notes on students’ reactions, challenges in class activities etc. Class observing 

groups will monitor 10% classes of a course. Moreover, 5-10% classes of a course will be 

conducted through co-teaching.  

f.  Reflection and critique session. Faculty will meet twice in a month for general 

sessions, each lasting 90 minutes. This will be a crucial step to improve teaching by sharing 

experience, de-privatizing teaching practices, criticizing honestly, providing proper feedback, 

and redesigning and revising teaching strategy.  

g.  Assessing student performance. Formative and summative assessments will be 

carried out to understand the impact of new teaching practices on performance of adult learners. 

At the end of the semester, students’ feedback on the teaching quality will be collected. 
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h. Evaluation of effectiveness of PLC. PLC will publish an annual research report on 

its impact on students’ performance, and students and teachers’ perception on new teaching 

practices. It is a crucial step to track the improvements through PLC. 

(v) Monitoring PLC. Activities of PLC will be monitored by faculty-leaders. At the 

mature stage, university authority can create a monitoring cell to observe and guide PLC 

(Cherrington et. al., 2017). s section presents a sample action plan for establishing a 

multidisciplinary PLC in SSHL. The first phase of the plan indicates actions needed to establish 

PLC. The second phase is associated with activities to improve teaching and learning practice 

of adult students. 

5. Discussion 

PLC is crucial for SSHL in BOU because the academic interaction for improving 

teaching–learning is quite low among faculty at this time. Moreover, they lack andragogic 

teaching skills. Devlin & Samarawickrema (2009) argued that effective teaching in HE requires 

particular skills that can be achieved by faculty collaboration. Therefore, PLC will create a 

platform in SSHL where teachers will be able to meet together to share knowledge, learn new 

teaching practices and find out the needs of adult students. Implementation of new instructional 

practices through PLC will engage adult learners in student-centred learning strategies.  

PLC can play significant role in pedagogical practice in SSHL. It will help faculty to learn 

effective teaching practices, for example: inquiry-based pedagogy, community-initiated 

student-engaged research learning etc. It will employ students to actively learn theories and 

increase their ability to independently implement that in practical life. Higher student 

involvement in the learning process will increase their motivation level. It will reduce the rate 

of absenteeism and dropout. Similar to the findings of Roth (2014) and Terry et. al. (2018), 

PLC of SSHL will lead to better student performance. PLC will contribute not only to the 

professional development of faculty, but also make students competent for getting jobs. PLC 

will also increase motivation, job satisfaction and confidence among the faculty of SSHL.  

Knowledge of specific discipline sometimes may take precedence over shared knowledge 

in my school. Stoll & Louis (2007) and Cherrington et. al. (2017) pointed out that disciplinary 

silos can create academic divides and conflict may occur on new ideas. Facilitators may resolve 

this challenge by helping members to voice disagreements constructively and encouraging deep 

conversation and thoughtful interaction (Stewart, 2014). Members with conflicting views will 

be free to either remain in or leave the community (Roy & Hord, 2006). However, disciplinary 

diversity in viewpoint can also be an opportunity to get new ideas.    

A thrust to secure consensus of the community may result in lack of diversity and 

contentious conversations (Philpott & Oates, 2017) in PLC of SSHL. Consequently, PLC can 

become just a place for getting together. Therefore, continuous monitoring will be needed to 

guide PLC to achieve its goal. Relational trust may be another issue in de-privatizing and 

sharing of teaching practices in SSHL. To increase the collaboration among members, 

recommendation of Roy & Hord (2006) may be used: for example, outing for relaxation or a 

monthly game in the gymnasium. Lack of attendance of members can be a major weakness in 

the PLC of SSHL. However, it may be solved by attending meetings through video 

conferencing (Terry et. al, 2018). It will also open the door of possibilities for virtual meeting 

with overseas faculty in future. 

6. Conclusion 

Teaching-learning practice is a crucial aspect of higher education, which can be improved 

through PLC. Effectiveness of PLC over other learning platforms has been proven repeatedly 

at different levels of educational institutions (Doğan & Adams, 2016; Hord, 2006; Terry et. al, 

2018; Vescio et. al, 2008).  Based on previous literature, current study has designed an action 
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plan on strategies to establish PLC at SSHL in BOU. PLC will develop an inclusive culture in 

SSHL where the norm of sharing experiences, learning and adopting new teaching practices, 

critiquing, providing feedback, experimenting with new teaching methods incorporating 

technology and evaluating activities to achieve specific goals will lead to a higher level of 

professional development and relational trust among faculty (Vescio et. al, 2008). The multi-

disciplinary PLC will also support faculty and students by providing unique ideas on real-life 

application-based teaching-learning strategies. Transformation in instructional practice will 

increase student engagement and motivation which will reduce student absenteeism in 

sociology classroom and in SSHL. It will have a long-lasting impact on adult learners’ 

performance. Proposed PLC will need to focus on blended learning and online courses to keep 

pace with other open universities around the world.  

Acknowledgement: This work was carried out as a part of a course work at the School of Education 

in the University of Nottingham, Malaysia as a partial requirement for fulfilling the degree of 

Masters of Arts in Education.  
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