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Context for Professional Learning Networks 

(PLNs) 

  
• 'The increased complexity of a fast-changing world has 

brought new challenges for schooling [such as how to prepare 
students for the workforce demands of the 21st century] that 
are too great for those in any one school to address by 
(themselves)' (Stoll, 2010: 4).  

 
• The rise of these challenges has also been coupled with an 

increased emphasis world-wide on education systems that 
are 'self-improving and school-led'; with a concomitant focus 
on school leaders to drive forward school improvement 
(Greany, 2014).  
 

• Educators and policy-makers are turning their attention to 
networked forms of teacher learning and professional 
development as a preferred way of improving education 
provision (Poortman and Brown, 2018).  
 
 
 

 



Professional Learning Networks (PLNs) 

  
 

 

Brown and Poortman (2018) 
define Professional Learning 
Networks (PLNs) 'as any group 
who engage in collaborative 
learning across networks in order 
to improve teaching, learning 
and children's outcomes within 
and across schools.' (p. 
 

 
 

 

 



PLNs 

  

Community of practice 
e.g. academic 
researchers 

Community of practice 
e.g. school teachers 

Community of practice 
e.g. school teachers 

 
But harnessing the 
benefits of learning 

networks is not without 
challenge. In particular 
participation in learning 

networks does not 
automatically improve 

practice; the effects can 
sometimes be small and 
results have been mixed 

(e.g. Chapman and Muijs, 
2014) 

  

 
The use of networks 
can be effective in 
supporting school 
improvement. In 

particular, that teacher 
collaboration in 

learning networks can 
lead to improved 

teaching practice and 
increased student 

learning (e.g. Darling-
Hammond, 2010).  

  



PLNs and Leadership  

  

• In particular, Hubers and Poortman (2017) suggest that a 
number of supporting conditions need to be in place before 
PLNs can be successful.  

 

• These conditions include focus, collaboration, individual/group 
learning and reflective professional inquiry. In particular, 
however is the vital role of leadership. 

 

• In the first instance, leadership is required of the networks 
themselves to ensure that they function effectively as well as 
ensure that there is meaningful engagement by their teachers 
in network activity and that this engagement makes a 
difference within participating schools (Briscoe et al., 2015) .  

 

 

 

 



Leadership and the Role of Facilitators 

  • There is a need to foster distributed leadership that builds 
capacity within schools and the network as a whole (Armstrong, 
2015). Similarly, terms of the leadership of networks, (Dı´az-
Gibson et al., 2017: 1044) argue that 'networked leadership is 
considered to be a different type of nonhierarchical leadership, 
where information and expertise substitutes for an authority 
structure through a self-organizing process, held together by 
mutual obligation that develops over time by reaching consensus-
based decisions'. 

• Generic support: schools need to be supported by external coordination in order to 
successfully network with each other (Sartory et al.,2017). 

• As Perry and Boylan (2018) stress out: ‘Facilitation therefore encompasses multifaceted 
layers of interaction drawing on the roles of listener, expert, critical friend, coach and 
mentor as well as teacher and workshop leader [...]‘ 
 

• Sartory et al.,(2017) note that network coordinators can provide 'bridging social 
capital'; however, their success in strengthening and sustaining networks will often 
depend on credibility and their relationship with the schools. 



BRITINN funded project  

• Explore the crucial leadership issues within 
Professional Learning Networks in Austria and 
England.  

Role of PLN leaders (network facilitators)  
in supporting PLN work 

Enviromental conditions for PLN according to leadership 

Further research topics 



Research Learning Networks 

  
• Research Learning Networks (RLNs) are a specific type of PLN. 
• RLNs involve groups of teachers coming together from a small 

number of schools, typically facilitated by a university 
researcher.  

• These teachers will engage with research-evidence in order to 
enhance both their practice and also the practice of colleagues 
in their home school.  
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Regional Professional Learning Networks (RPLN) 

  
• Regional Professional Learning Networks are a specific type of 

PLN. 
• RPLNs involve groups of teachers coming together from all of 

the secondary schools in one region. 
• Typically facilitated by an in-service trainer from the local 

teacher training college.  
• These teachers will engage with topics linked to the regional in-

service training program.  
•  RPLNs comprise subject specific groups (Math, German, 

English)  
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Research Design  

England 

Austria 

School Leaders 

In-Service Trainers / 
Moderator of the 

PLNs 

 7 School Leaders 
 2 Moderators 
 8 PLN Participants 

Participants/ 
Leaders from the 

PLNs 

 12 senior leaders/facilitators 

The purpose of these interviews was to ascertain 
what leadership actions they envisaged would be 
required (or had planned) to maximizing the of 
participating in PLN/RLN.   



Methods 

  
• All semi-structured interviews were recorded. After each 

interview and before the data were fully transcribed, 
contact summary sheets written up.  
 

• Once data from the recordings were transcribed they 
were then analysed thematically  
 

• Inductive analysis was initially used to provide a 
categorisation of responses, with codes allocated to 
individual turns of speech.  
 

• Once all data were coded this way, relationships between 
codes were assessed and mid level codes were built from 
the aggregation of the initial codes until all of the initial 
codes could be adequately explained in a conceptually 
meaningful way (Lincoln and Gubba, 1985).  

 

 



Methods 

  

 

ENGLAND 

Interviews were held with the 
12 senior leaders/facilitators 
of the New Forest RLN after 
the first RLN workshop in 
October 2017.  

Role Number Av years 

teaching 

Av time in 

post 

M/F Av Age 

Senior Leader/  

 

Participants 

12 

 

8 

23 

 

9 

9 

 

- 

M(0%) 

F(100%) 

M(25%) 

F(75%) 

49 

 

32 

Facilitators 2 - - M (100%) 

F (0%) 

45 

School Leaders 7 32 10 M (72%) 

F (28%) 

59 

 
AUSTRIA 

Interviews were held with the 
2 facilitators and the 8 

participants in April and May 
2018.  

With the 7 School Leader in 
March, April and May 2017.  



Time 

Results –  

Anticipated actions: The coding structure  

Maintaining a focus 
on PLN activity once 
back in school  

Keeping 
participating  
staff on track  

Making the PLN 
purposeful  

Formalising PLN 
activity as a priority  

Providing resource 
to support 

engagement  

Whole staff 
engagement  

Brokerage to the 
whole school  

Starting small 

Informing  
non PLN staff  

Meso  
codes 

Micro  
codes 

Customised 
formats 



Maintaining a focus back at school 

  

Hierarchy structure Network structure 

A dual system: 'In truly, reliable, efficient, agile and fast enterprises, the network meshes with the more 
traditional structure. [...] it is not a super task force that reports to some levels in the hierarchy [...]it is 
seamlessnessly connected and coordinated with the hierarchy [...] people populate both systems. The 
organization's top management plays a crucial role in starting and maintaining the network.' (Kotter 2014, p. 20) 



Maintaining a focus back at school 

  

1. Keeping participating staff on 
track: time to talk to PLN 
participants to ensure their 
project remained top of mind 
and was given sufficient priority  

 

 

 

'the focus areas of the PLN are all 
displayed in my office so [when I meet 
with my opinion former, they are right 
there in front of our face and invariably 
we come back to them at some point 
through that because we usually start 

with, how is it going what have you 
done?' (ENG: senior leader #4)  

'For me as a school leader it is clear, that 
professional development is the key to a 

successful school development. Therefore I 
motivate as many members of my faculty to 
engage in Professional Learning Networks. 

According to this it was necessary to create a 
new kind of meeting structure. We installed a 

multi-subject group, which I call the 
innovation team' (AT: school leader #4)  



Maintaining a focus back at school 

  

2. Making the PLN purposeful: helping staff understand 
that the work was part of not additional to their 
function as teachers  

'[I've] got to make the teachers feel that 
actually its not an add-on. You know, I 

think, I think that's the thing for 
teachers, you know, the workload is, is 
huge and if they feel it's an extra and 
they can't see the purpose of it, then, 

you know, you, you struggle' (ENG: 
senior leader #1)  

'As our PLN was formed bottom-up – we 
made sure our work is linked to the 

topics of our in-service training within 
our region.' (AT: participant #3)  



Maintaining a focus back at school 

  

3. Linking the work of the PLN to teachers performance 
management targets (senior leader #7; #10; #11).. 

4. A regular agenda item at senior leaders meetings 
linked to the progress of PLN (senior leader #3; #5). 

5. Involving school governors by making them aware of 
the work and inviting them to monitor its progress 
(senior leader #2; #9; #10). 

6. Support PLN participants as teacher leaders:  giving 
them responsibility and full support. For example 
during meetings with the non-PLN staff. (AT: 
participants #1,# 4, #5, #6).   

 

 

Formalising PLN activity as a priority: 
 
1. Linking the activity of the RLN to the current school improvement plan 

(senior leader #2; #5; #8; #9; #10; #11; #12). 
2. Ensuring the school improvement plan specifically incorporates the 

participation of staff in the PLN (senior leader #11; #12). 

'…so our performance management 
targets [come] directly from the school 
improvement plan and … [name of 
Opinion Former] and I have both got 
one about conducting the research [i.e. 
engaging in the RLN]. It’s good because 
you now know that there will be 
[accountability related to engaging in 
PLN activity]' (senior leader #2 
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Providing resources to support engagement  

  

1. Customised formats: 
linking topics and goals 
of the PLN to the 
schools' developmental 
plans  

'Supporting PLNs, isn't easy for me all the time – at some 
points they do expect me to be an expert in certain topics, 
which I'm not. I try to prepare a short introduction of the 
topic of the day, but I have the feeling that  I'm sometime 
not well enough trained.' (AT: facilitator #2) 

'For me as a school leader it would be really supportive if 
the topics of the PLN work would be linked to the main 
developemental goals of our school. Unfortunatly I have no 
contact to the facilitators of the PLN and therefore I'm not 
aware of what goals these PLNs do have.' (AT: School leader 
#2)  

'We really would like to continue our PLN work with our facilitator, but as he as an 
annual contract it isn't certain if he will lead our group next year, too.' (AT: 
participant#3) 



Providing resources to support engagement  

   

• Time needed to participate in the RLN itself (ENG: senior leader #1; #6; 
#7/AT: participant #7, #5, #1 ).  

• Time to engage in the enquiry, data collection, development, trailing, roll-
out and other activity that results from participation in the PLN. For 
example, Senior leader #8 noted how they had earmarked time after the 
first workshop to engage in the RLN intersessional tasks, i.e. to: 'go through 
the data together and collecting initial data sort of the baseline data and 
where we want to move forward' (similar responses also made by senior 
leader #1, #2, #7).    

• Time is also required if all staff within a school are to engage in meaningful 
discussions about the project (in order to ensure an effective two-way link 
is created between the PLN and the school) (senior leader #1, #2; #6; #7).  

 

 

1. Time 

Time resource is often linked to financial resource: To free up time to attend RLN sessions involved 
sourcing supply cover for lessons missed by Opinion Formers. Finding this money was identified as 
potentially problematic for any long-term engagement in the RLN by senior leader #9: 'a financial 
cost… in this day and age is hard [because of the current squeeze on school budgets]'. As a result 
senior leader #9 noted that: 'I've had to really sell this [engaging in the RLN] to our governors so they 
can see [the value in spending money to pay for supply teachers). 



Providing resources to support engagement  

  • School leaders engaged in a number of approaches to provide time 
resource. These included specifically allocating to and ring fencing 
existing professional development time for RLN activity – often 
through all day INSETs, PDM time or 'twilight' CPD time (senior 
leader #1; #2; #5; #6; #7).  

• Senior leaders #2 and #7 also noted how their school day had 
been extended to allow blocks of time to be freed up for 
professional development activity (which in this case could be 
dedicated to the work of the RLN). 

• Fixed appointments at the beginning of the year secures 
commitment to the PLN.  

 

1. Time 

'As Teachers we do have to attend certain 
numbers of PD hours each year – my school leader 

allows me to count my PLN hours as such PD 
hours, too – this is really supportive and creates a 

win-win situation at all.' (AT: participant #3)  

' Setting dates at the beginning of the 
semester, does not just help us planning 

the whole PLN year it also lead to a 
certain kind of commitment within the 

network.' (AT: Participant #6)  
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Brokerage to the whole school 

  

(adopted model  from Czarniawska/Joerges: Travel of ideas 1996) 

Enactment:  
Knowledge 
Brokerage 

Source 
(Fashion) 
 
Professional 
Learning 
Network 

Change: Result of control (planned) 

Change: Contingent of process 

  Ideas and Knowledge 
   of PLN-Participants 

Institutionalization 
(Structuration) 

Enactment:  
Knowledge 
Brokerage 

Creativity  
 

   grows out 
 

of  routines 

„Bricolage can be defined as the use of existing 
resources for new purpose. It is a creative 
approach to problems in which resources play a 
fundamental role. […]It is viewed as a form of 
practical intelligence, in the sense that it manifests 
itself in how people organize their everyday 
activities to achieve their goals and how 
(re)organize to adapt when something goes awry 
[sic!]' (e Cunha & da Cunha, 2018, p. 52) 

 

DPE  
(Design – precedes- execution) 

Bricolage  

Organizational approach Resource planning Resource (re)invention  

Number of use One optimal use Multiple effective uses 

User approach Analytical  practical 

Action depends on Adequate materials  Available materials  

Logic of action Rationality  Adaptiveness 

e Cunha & da Cunha, 2018, p. 54 



Brokerage to the whole school 

  

 

3. whole staff engagement: key 
was ensuring that all staff 
within their school felt 
involved with their project 
and its aims  

 

 

''what I have found is the more you get them on 
board, the more staff become involved and say 

'oh I have read this article, I've read that 
article'... it becomes something we are all trying 

to find out together'.  (senior leader #2). 

'biggest thing we've had to do so far is sort of 
we had a staff meeting to review our questions 

and make sure everybody's happy with that 
and I think discussions along the lines about 
how we're going to collect the data and that 

baseline' (senior leader #1).  

Senior leader #8 noted the need to ensure that 'reflective' 
meetings are held with all staff to encourage their 
engagement. Senior leader #11 also noted the opportunities 
their opinion former would be given to '[demonstrate their 
research informed practice] and give other people the chance 
to give it a go and review [and input into] how its going'. 

''We are planning to have more PLNs in our 
region next year, but we haven't have a 
clue yet, how to manage the different 

levels of knowledge within the 
participants'.  (AT: facilitator #2). 



Brokerage to the whole school 

  

1. starting small: begin with a 
small group of pioneers who 
could demonstrate impact in 
order to help future practice 
change  

 

 

  

 

 

'my feeling would be that you just do it with a 
small group of people first so you can show 

the impact and you know you've got 
somebody who can say, 'right this is what I did 
and this is how I tweaked my practice and this 
is the impact,' because I think if you just come 
back [from the RLN workshops] and say 'we're 

all going to do this,' without all the 
background its quite hard to motivate people I 

would think' (senior leader #1). 

'' Right at the moment we experience that 
especially the young teachers are really open for 

these PLN formats, Some of them do attend 
more than one'(AT: facilitator#1). 



1. informing non PLN staff: 
helping staff understand 
that the work was part of 
not additional to their 
function as teachers  

'we've invited all members of staff, the 
admin team are coming and our school 
clubs and members of staff are coming 

and [we will say], 'Look. This is what 
we're doing, this is where we want it to 

go.'' (senior leader #5). 

'we've invited all members of staff, the admin team are 
coming and our school clubs and members of staff are 

coming and [we will say], 'Look. This is what we're doing, 
this is where we want it to go.'' (senior leader #5). 

Brokerage to the whole school 

  

'It is very helpful, that we use team teaching methods in 
our school type. Me, for example, I show my tandem 

partners, what I developed within my PLN work and ask 
them if they like to try this new approach as well – and in 
the end we reflect together – that brings in a lot of new 
views of my work as I do have 4 different team teaching 

partners (AT: participant#4) 
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Initial conclusions 

   
1.  Implications for leadership training: How are we 

supporting leaders to understand what is required to work 
in a networked way? 

 
2.  Connection between goals of the network and goals of 

each school: How can we ensure, that external network 
facilitators and school leaders connect? 
 

3.  How to build capacity and support for PLNs and the self-
improving school system to flourish: for example in terms 
of time and resource, but also in terms of establishing and 
sustaining networks  
 

4. Developing change agent skills within the PLN work: 
Professional Development has to include an 
understanding of organizational learning as well as 
change management procedures.  
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