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Back to the Future: Professional Learning Communities in Singapore 

 

Salleh Hairon 

 

Abstract 

The ‘Thinking School, Learning Nation’ national policy agenda set forth in 1997 has 
been considered a watershed moment in the history of Singapore education as well 
as the nation. It has brought about a raft of new educations reforms that are both 
comprehensive and intensive in nature. It has also brought about a succeeding 
education policy initiative coined as ‘Teach Less, Learn More’. This education policy 
initiative further strengthens, widens and deepens the spirit of the ‘Thinking School, 
Learning Nation’ movement, albeit confined to the Singapore education context. In 
education, both these gargantuan policy initiatives have immense impact on 
education and educators likewise. This paper seeks to bring to light these two policy 
initiatives in terms of its influence on teacher professional learning, albeit focusing on 
the developments of professional learning communities. The critical discussions and 
propositions laid forth in this paper seeks to engage readers to deeper reflections into 
how the policy intent and spirit of ‘Thinking Schools, Learning Nation’ can be further 
fulfilled. 

 

Introduction 

Although the term ‘professional learning community’ was first introduced in the 
discourse of Singapore education policy in 2009, the substantive practice of it had 
existed from 2000 onwards using the term ‘Learning Circles’. Learning Circle was 
created by a team of educators from the then Teachers Network – a unit within the 
Training and Development Division of the Ministry of Education. Formed in 1998, 
Teachers Network aims to build a fraternity of reflective teachers dedicated to 
excellent practice through a network of support, professional exchange and learning. 
It also aims to serve as a catalyst and support for teacher-initiated development 
through sharing, collaboration and reflection leading to self-mastery, excellent 
practice and fulfilment. Its formation is consistent with the national agenda of 
competing in the knowledge economy through transforming the education system as 
encapsulated in the ‘Thinking School, Learning Nation’ (TSLN) national policy initiative 
set forth in 1997. A basic assumption is that a society with the disposition to engage in 
continual learning has a competitive advantage over other societies that do not. 

The policy context that has influenced the introduction of Teachers Network and 
Learning Circles began in 1997 with the introduction of the ‘Thinking Schools, Learning 
Nation’ (TSLN) policy initiative, which has been considered a watershed period in the 
history of Singapore education (Hairon & Dimmock, 2012; Tan K., 2011). The policy 
initiative was motivated by the government’s concerns over the nation’s economic 
competitiveness within the global economy, and had brought about a tidal wave of 
reforms since its commencement (Tan J., 2011). Being a primarily export-driven 
economy, the nation state’s heavy reliance on human resource compels it to ensure 
that schools are able to produce a workforce with skills that have competitive 
advantage over other competing nation states, especially in terms of higher order 
skills. The obsession at that time is to do with the knowledge or knowledge-based 
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economy (Dimmock & Goh, 2011). In addition, there is a growing popularity in the 
idea of lifelong learning and learning organization. The simple assumption is that 
schools need to promote more thinking in students instead of being too obsessed with 
academic achievements and school rankings (Tan J., 2011). Schools would then play 
the critical role in equipping students with thinking skills such as critical and creative 
thinking so that the nation state as a whole would become a ‘learning nation’. 

This paper seeks to unearth the rationale behind policymakers’ decision and 
commitment to implement PLCs both school-wide and system-wide using the 
Singapore education as a context of analysis. This is done by first establishing the 
rationale for investing in PLCs. This is followed by analyzing the developments of PLCs 
in the Singapore education system over time since 2000. The paper also seeks to 
surface the developments and challenges pertaining to the implementation of the 
PLC policy agenda. It will then conclude with reflections on the future possibilities of 
PLCs in the future. 

 

The hype over PLCs: substantive or superficial? 

Interest in professional learning community, or PLC for short, has been gradually 
growing since the turn of the 21st century. This is essentially due to its perceived 
potential in creating a conducive learning environment for teachers to 
collaboratively learn and work together en route to impacting teaching practices 
and student learning. The growing importance of PLCs can also be largely attributed 
to governments’ push for system-wide reforms in education. This global phenomenon 
has been spurred on by international comparisons of performing education systems 
that report on the potential of PLCs (e.g., Barber & Mourshed, 2007; Darling-
Hammond, Wei, Andree, Richardson, & Orphanos, 2009; Mourshed, Chijioke, & Barber, 
2010). Hence, it is not uncommon for education policymakers to employ PLCs as a 
means to bring about school-wide and system-wide school improvement. At the heart 
of this global phenomenon is the undisputable and commonsensical belief that “the 
quality of a school system rests on the quality of its teachers” (Barber & Mourshed, 
2007, p. 16), and that investment in teacher continuous learning is critical in ensuring 
the supply of quality teachers. Policymakers, being system leaders, are 
understandably obsessed with teacher continual learning in view of the many 
expectations that society has on teachers to bring about student learning outcomes 
that are much more broadened and diverse such as 21st century competencies (e.g., 
critical thinking, global citizenship, collaborative learning), while at the same time 
addressing issues of social (in)equity. Classroom factors, especially the teacher, have 
after all been identified to explain more than one-third of variations in student 
achievement with respect to school effects (Leithwood, Day, Sammons, Harris, & 
Hopkins, 2006). Notwithstanding the policy rationale for school-wide and system-wide 
PLC implementation, PLCs do have substantive features that are consistent with 
effective teacher professional development – that is, to be understood as the effects 
of professional development on desired outcomes such as teacher knowledge and 
skills, classroom teaching, student learning and student learning outcomes (Bubb & 
Earley, 2007). 

One feature of an effective professional development (PD) is it being continual, 
sustained and lifelong (Cordingley, Higgins, Greany, & Coe, 2015; Darling-Hammond 
et al., 2009; Guskey, 2000; Hairon, 2015; Villegas-Reimers, 2003). PLC resonates well with 
this feature as it usually consists of educators who share common vision and values 
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and work together to sustain learning of all professionals in the school community with 
the collective purpose and responsibility of enhancing student learning (Bolam, 
McMahon, Stoll, Thomas, & Wallace, 2005). The pursuit of building a strong community 
would require members of the community to interact with one another in a more 
regular and relational manner, and hence in continual and sustained ways of 
learning. This is contrary to more traditional approaches of PD, which are regarded as 
special events restricted to three or four days during the school year, graduate 
courses and qualifications to attain better paid salaries, and the accumulation of 
time-based activities (Guskey, 2000). Second, PLCs also create a PD environment that 
nurtures multiple voices and perspectives needed to cope with the increasing 
diversities and complexities present in current teaching contexts, which teachers 
would less likely have if they were to learn on their own. Traditional approaches have 
indeed been critiqued for being “insufficient to foster learning which fundamentally 
alters what teachers teach or how they teach” (Boyle, While, & Boyle, 2004, p. 47). This 
has to do with focusing on the development of teachers’ content and pedagogical 
knowledge (Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman, & Kwang, 2001) its broadest sense. 

Third, PLC is consistent with the call for collaborative learning experiences to 
support teachers engaging in collective discussion on concepts, skills and problems 
that intimately relate to teaching and instructional contexts (Garet et al., 2001). 
Learning is “as much a socially shared undertaking as it is an individually constructed 
enterprise” (Alexander & Murphy, 1998, p. 38), and affords the emotional and 
psychological support to teachers having the same challenges, issues and dilemmas 
that are collectively shared. Fourth, PLCs are also perceived as being integrated with 
teachers’ work, and hence, providing greater opportunities for teachers to learn 
actively through observing and receiving feedback, analyzing students’ work and 
making presentations as opposed to sitting through lectures (Desimone, 2011). This 
form of job-embedded-ness would increase the transferability from teacher learning 
to application of that learning to classroom teaching practices. Job-embedded 
learning or workplace learning has been well recognized to be consistent with 
experiential learning – that is, learning from action in real world situations (Cordingley 
et al., 2015). 

Fifthly, the common usage of reflective and inquiry practices (e.g., action 
research) in PLCs is yet another close linkage between PLCs and effective PD. While 
reflective practices help teachers to surface their assumptive knowledge on 
teaching, inquiry practices compel teachers to defend their assumptive knowledge 
on teaching using evidence. Inquiry has the potential to turn data and experience 
into knowledge, using evidence for decision-making, participating in research, and 
promoting communities of inquiry (Cordingley et al., 2015). Sixthly, PLC’s focus on 
student learning outcomes (Bolam et al., 2005) stands in precise alignment with 
effective PD being centrally focused on student learning outcomes. It is no wonder 
this key feature is the first among the list of effective features – that is, “effective 
professional development starts with the end in mind” (Stoll, Harris, & Handcomb, 2012, 
p. 3). Seventhly, the sense of community such as membership, trust, shared emotional 
connection, (McMillan, 2011; McMillan & Chavis, 1986) that are nurtured and 
developed in PLCs can afford the social milieu for teachers to own and direct their 
own professional learning – that is, teacher-led PD, which is a key feature of effective 
PD. Finally, as PLCs are increasingly being absorbed into the macro education reform 
agenda, they become well supported at the organizational and system levels, which 
is an essential feature of effective PD (Cordingley et al., 2015; Stoll et al., 2012). The last 
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feature of effective PD probably testifies to why PLCs have become of great interest 
to many education policymakers seeking to improve school outcomes. 

 

Group-Based PLC 

Although the term ‘professional learning community’ was first formally mentioned in 
the Singapore education discourse in 2009, the substantive practice of it was initiated 
in 2000 with the introduction of Learning Circles under the aegis of the Teachers 
Network – a unit in the Training and Development Division of the Ministry of Education 
of Singapore. Teachers Network was formed in 1998 to build a fraternity of reflective 
teachers dedicated to excellent practice through a network of support, professional 
exchange and learning. It also aims to serve as a catalyst and support for teacher-
initiated development through sharing, collaboration and reflection leading to self-
mastery, excellent practice and fulfilment (Tang, 2000; Tripp, 2004). Teachers Network 
is a landmark distinction in Singapore education in terms of advocating a bottom-up 
approach to change in terms of teacher development and professionalism. This is 
evidenced in its motto “For Teachers, By Teachers” (MOE, 2005; Hairon & Dimmock, 
2012). The spirit underlying this motto is the vision of teachers collectively taking the 
lead and ownership in their professional learning endeavors. The value for teacher-
initiated PD is embodied in three key programmes – Learning Circles, Teachers’ 
Workshops and Teachers’ Conference. Although other programmes were 
subsequently introduced such as Beginning Teachers Induction Programme, Well-
Being Programme, Teacher Work Attachment (TWA) Programme and Teacher 
Renewal Programme, the value for teacher-initiated professional development 
remains to be the cornerstone of its foundation. Essentially, Teachers Network sought 
to break away from traditional ideas of PD that are considered more as one-off 
courses and workshops, more externally than internally driven, and more knowledge 
acquisition than construction or co-construction of knowledge. Teachers Network 
espouses professional learning of teachers through essentially sharing, collaboration, 
reflection and inquiry (Hairon & Dimmock, 2012).  

Out of the three key programmes, the forms of learning that involved sharing, 
collaboration, reflection and inquiry are best enacted through Learning Circles, which 
is a group-based form of PLC consisting of teachers engaging in action research to 
solve problems that have been collectively identified in relation to the curriculum, 
instruction and pedagogy. The action research cycle that Teachers Network adopted 
involves the cycle of (initial) reflection followed by plan, act and observe, and 
(critical) reflection. Teachers usually spend eight one- to two-hour sessions over a 
period of six to 12 months. They are facilitated by Professional Development Officers 
(PDOs) whose roles consist of providing leadership for discussions and research, 
identifying resource persons, functioning as ‘critical friends’, and assisting in the 
publication and/or presentation of research findings. At the end of the action 
research cycle, a Group Reflective Journal is written up summarizing the action 
research processes. The major tenets of Learning Circles are voluntary participation, 
reflection, change and trust – all of which are in tandem with Teachers Network 
principles on sharing, collaboration, reflection and inquiry, and its motto “For Teachers, 
By Teachers”. 

The PLC adopted by Teachers Network can be considered group-based because 
of its sole reliance on a theory of action couched within the action research cycle. 
Other theory of action examples are the lesson study cycle, action learning cycle, 
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professional collaboration model (Harris & Jones, 2009) and PLC conversation 
activities (Hairon, 2016). The idea of group-based PLCs is consistent with the 
conceptualization of PLCs as a group of people sharing and critically interrogating 
their practice in an ongoing, reflective, collaborative, inclusive, learning-oriented, 
growth-promoting way in order to promote student learning (Toole & Louis, 2002). This 
is different to school-based PLCs whereby the conceptualization of PLCs takes into 
consideration other inter-related processes outside the group of PLC participants as 
espoused by several scholars (e.g., Huffman & Hipp, 2003; Olivier, Hipp & Huffman, 
2010). 

The policy context that has influenced the introduction of Teachers Network and 
Learning Circles began in 1997 with the introduction of the ‘Thinking Schools, Learning 
Nation’ (TSLN) policy initiative, which has been considered a watershed period in the 
history of Singapore education (Hairon & Dimmock, 2012; Tan K., 2011). The policy 
initiative was motivated by the government’s concerns over the nation’s economic 
competitiveness within the global economy, and had brought about a tidal wave of 
reforms since its commencement (Tan J., 2011). Being a primarily export-driven 
economy, the nation state’s heavy reliance on human resource compels it to ensure 
that schools are able to produce a workforce with skills that have competitive 
advantage over other competing nation states, especially in terms of higher order 
skills. The obsession at that time is to do with the knowledge or knowledge-based 
economy (Dimmock & Goh, 2011). In addition, there is a growing popularity in the 
idea of lifelong learning and learning organization. The simple assumption is that 
schools need to promote more thinking in students instead of being too obsessed with 
academic achievements and school rankings (Tan J., 2011). Schools would then play 
the critical role in equipping students with thinking skills such as critical and creative 
thinking so that the nation state as a whole would become a ‘learning nation’. 

The centrepiece in the TSLN policy initiative was a systemic curriculum review, 
which led to a reduction of subject content in order to fulfil broader learning 
outcomes such as national education, information and communication technology 
(ICT) and thinking skills. TSLN along with other policies supporting it had three key 
objectives: (1) curricular development and innovation; (2) more school autonomy 
over pedagogic processes; and (3) enhancement of teacher competency (Hairon & 
Dimmock, 2012). These sought to give more legroom for both school leaders and 
teachers to initiate school-based curricular and pedagogical development and 
innovation. With regard to school autonomy, emphasis was placed on self-evaluation 
and external validation using the quality management framework termed as the 
“School Excellence Model” (SEM). Schools were also additional funds for sustained 
success in their curricular niche areas – a process that gave a number of schools the 
status “Autonomous Schools”, and the majority of schools “niche” status. In terms of 
teacher competency, a major revision on staff appraisal took place with the 
introduction of the Enhanced Performance Management System in 2001, which 
resulted in the creation of three career tracks (Teaching, Leadership, and Specialist). 

The developments in the Singapore education that had taken place resulting from 
the TSLN policy initiative are significant insofar as it seeks to empower teachers to bring 
about pedagogical and curricular innovations within school environments where 
school leaders have increasing autonomy to support pedagogical and curricular 
innovations, and the ministry of education ensuring a robust and coherent system 
support. Learning Circles – a form of group-based PLCs, thus play a pivotal role in 
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providing the learning spaces for teachers to collaboratively learn and work together 
towards curricular and pedagogical improvements and innovations. 

While the usage of Learning Circles grew from 2000 onwards, other forms of group-
based PLC models started to emerge – out of which, two became prominent. The first 
is action research that favors a more positivist slant, which favors using quantitative 
data analysis and experimental designs (Hairon, 2017a; Tan, Macdonald, & Ross, 
2009). This form of action research was promoted by the Schools Branch Zone out of 
four geographical zones in Singapore, along with necessary training support and 
platforms for sharing of action research projects’ findings (Hairon, 2017a). This form of 
action research differs to the form of action research in Learning Circles insofar as the 
latter prioritizes reflection to surface teachers’ assumptive knowledge, seeks to 
promote collegiality and collaboration, and did not emphasize any preference for 
the type of research methods to be (Hairon, 2008; Hairon, 2017a). The lack of emphasis 
on using any particular research methods was to minimize teachers’ initial resistance 
to engage in collaborative practices, and to use highly technical jargons and tools in 
research methods. However, this was perceived as a weak form of action research, 
and thus deeming the action research model in Learning Circles as a poorer model 
than the action research promoted by the Schools Branch North Zone (Hairon, 2017a). 

The second form of group-based PLC model that started to grow in popularity is 
Lesson Study starting in 2005 (Lim, Lee, Saito, & Haron, 2011). Although having its roots 
in Japan, interest in Lesson Study had grown worldwide especially in the USA where it 
becomes further popularized in non-Asian settings (Lewis, Pery, & Hurd, 2004; Lewis, 
Perry, Friedkin, & Roth, 2012). The attraction of Lesson Study rests in its naturalistic inquiry 
into classroom teaching practices through peer collaborative practices sans action 
research. It is a process used by teachers to collaboratively learn from one another to 
design, implement and improve lesson plans and delivery of lesson instruction through 
group discussion and peer lesson observations (Hairon, 2017a). In the Singapore 
education scene, its promulgators are faculty of the National Institute of Education at 
the Nanyang Technological University through the provision of training, workshops and 
conferences – specifically, the World Association of Lesson Studies (Hairon, 2017a). It 
has been reported that between 2005 and 2010, 170 out of 354 (48%) schools in 
Singapore had received some exposure of Lesson Study through introductory 
workshops (Lim et al., 2011). Lesson Study can also be seen as a pushback to the 
hardline espousers of the form of action research that privileges the more positivistic 
research angle. 

 

School-Based PLC 

The growth in the interest in Lesson Study is backgrounded by another policy initiative 
which started in 2005 – the ‘Teach Less, Learn More’ (TLLM) policy initiative, which can 
be seen as a further refinement to the 1997 TSLN policy initiative. The central spirit of 
the TLLM policy initiative is the idea of moving away from the persistent obsession on 
academic achievements, and through that to bring about a paradigmatic shift in the 
ways teachers teach and students learn. Hence, the idea of bringing about ‘more 
learning’ and ‘less teaching’ – that is, less teaching involving rote learning and 
preparing for tests and examinations so that more holistic learning can be achieved. 
The three key objectives set out for TSLN comprising the promotion of curricular 
development and innovation, school autonomy, and teacher competency took 
further shape with the TLLM policy initiative. 
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In TLLM, the following key changes were observed (Hairon & Dimmock, 2012): 
increasing focus on holistic development whilst maintaining academic achievement 
in student learning; major reviews and revisions of the curriculum for primary and 
secondary schools and junior colleges; further curricular content reduction; system-
wide school-based curricular development and innovation; promotion of 
pedagogical innovations; greater flexibility in the management of curricular content 
and use of curricular time; provision of greater educational flexibility and choice for 
students and parents; and refinement of the assessment and streaming framework. 
Amidst these changes, what remain central is the critical importance of teachers, and 
the development of teacher capacity and competency, and in the midst of greater 
autonomy given to schools, schools can successfully engage in curricular 
development and innovations so as to bring about wider and deeper teaching 
practices and student learning. 

In this light, it is fully understandable when the education ministry proposed the 
slogan of “Bottom-Up Initiative, with Top-Down Support” (Tharman, 2005). In the TLLM 
era, the education ministry is committed to support schools in their school-based 
efforts at developing and innovating the school curriculum. In terms of investment in 
teacher professional learning, the education ministry has maintained its commitment 
to giving an annual entitlement of 100 hours to teachers for professional development, 
institutionalizing weekly one-hour curriculum time for teachers for professional 
dialogue, providing professional development leave schemes for teachers wishing to 
pursue graduate courses, and creating a School Developer Staff positions for each 
school to support the professional learning needs of the school staff (Hairon, 2008, 
2017a). Besides these, the education ministry had also taken the decision to make PLC 
more pervasive in schools and throughout the education system – converting group-
based PLC to school-based PLC. 

After piloting 51 schools in Singapore, the education ministry came up with its 
version of a school-based PLC model. In this PLC policy initiative, the Singapore 
education ministry espouses every school to be a PLC with the following 
characteristics (TDD, 2010): (1) shared and supportive leadership; (2) school vision, 
mission, values and goals; (3) action orientation and experimentation; (4) a strong 
learning and inquiring culture; (5) a community based on trust and commitment; and 
(6) supportive conditions. The proposed school-based PLC model is to focus on three 
‘Three Big Ideas’: (1) ensuring students learn; (2) building a culture of teacher 
collaboration; and (3) focusing on student outcomes (Lee & Lee, 2013). The education 
ministry’s school-based PLC model draws from Fullan’s (2003) ‘Triangle of Success’ 
comprising (1) school leadership, (2) system-ness, and (3) deep pedagogy (TDD, 
2010). In terms of deep pedagogy, schools using this PLC model formed groups of 
teachers called Learning Teams. These Learning Teams, which are usually grouped 
according to grade or subject, work and learn collaboratively to improve instructional 
practices through development in subject content knowledge and pedagogy. In this 
regard, Learning Teams can use three theory of action tools such as Learning Circles, 
Action Research and Lesson Study. In this PLC model, teachers in their Learning Teams 
are encouraged to also utilize four critical questions, which were adapted from 
DuFour, DuFour, Eaker and Many (2010): What is it we expect students to learn? How 
will we know when they have learned? How will we respond when they do not learn? 
How will we respond when they already know it? (TDD, 2010). In terms of school 
leadership Learning Teams are directed and supported by a Coalition Team 
comprising senior and middle leaders to provide the direction and alignment to the 
vision, mission and values of the school. In terms of system-ness, the Coalition Team 
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also provide the appropriate structures, processes and resources to support the 
building of a conducive learning culture in school. Overall, the three aspects on 
school leadership, system-ness and deep pedagogy seek to improve student 
outcomes and achievement of the school’s overall goals.  

The school-based PLC is clearly an attempt by the education ministry to empower 
schools to initiate, develop and sustain efforts by school leaders and teachers to 
engage and invest in school-based curricular development and innovations. In other 
words, to give a better chance for curricular development and innovations to take 
place pervasively throughout the school, teacher professional learning through PLCs 
must concomitantly be pervasive throughout the school. Furthermore, in order for 
teacher learning in the smaller groups of Learning Teams to succeed, attendant 
school support needs to be given too such as leadership support, processes, and 
culture. This was not present in the group-based PLC like for Learning Circles. It is 
interesting to take note that while Learning Circles can be done school-wide – that is, 
involving all teachers as opposed to only a few pockets of teachers, it lacks the school 
processes that support teacher learning in communities. 

The introduction of the school-based PLC model in 2009 was also closely timed well 
together with the establishment of the Academy of Singapore Teachers (AST) in 2010, 
which replaces the Training and Development Division along with Teachers Network. 
The AST aims to build a teaching fraternity that pursues teacher-led professional 
development and learning in support of school and students’ outcomes. Its vision is to 
be the “Leading Academy for professional excellence in education”, and mission is 
to “Build a teacher-led culture of professional excellence centred on holistic 
development of the child”. Its four key functions are: (1) Champion the ethos of the 
profession, (2) Foster a teacher-led culture of collaborative professionalism, (3) Build a 
culture of continuous learning and improvement, and (4) Strengthen enablers of 
professional development. In essence, the AST builds on the initial vision and mission 
of Teachers Network with the central emphasis on teacher-led or -initiated 
collaborative and community teacher learning with the sole purpose of impact 
curricular and pedagogical innovations (MOE, 2009a, 2009b). The setting up of the 
AST also signals the education ministry emphasis on placing the teacher-led 
collaborative and community teacher professional learning on a system-wide basis. 

 

What now? 

The development of PLCs in Singapore over the last two decades – moving from 
group-based to school-based, along with the necessary support at both the school 
and system levels seem to be very promising. The move towards school-based PLC 
means that school processes are better able to coherently support teacher learning 
in Learning Teams as strongly advocated by scholars who have explicitly argued for 
such support (e.g., Hord, 1997; Huffman & Hipp, 2003; Olivier, Hipp, & Huffman, 2010). 
The emphasis on the conceptualization of PLCs at the school level could perhaps 
reflect the influence of learning organization theories in the early developments of 
PLCs (Thompson, Gregg & Niska, 2004). Likewise, the move towards making PLCs 
system-wide augers well for the future of PLCs in terms of strengthening the coherence 
of support given to PLCs at the system level. This perhaps explain why growing 
attention has been given to understanding PLCs in the state-led form of PLCs such as 
in Singapore and China (Hairon & Tan, 2017; Wang, 2015) including district level 
support for PLCs (e.g., Olivier & Huffman, 2016). The importance of system support also 
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explains why comparisons between countries are made at the system level (Barber & 
Mourshed, 2007; Mourshed et al., 2010). In terms of effective PD, Cordingley et al. 
(2015) even alluded to the importance of coherence in support structures for LPC 
especially as being more important than teachers’ willingness to participate in PD. 

 

Whether teachers were conscripted or had volunteered to take part in 
an activity did not appear to be a highly significant factor – a positive 
professional learning environment, sufficient time, and a consistency 
with participants' wider context were all more important (p. 16). 

 

The progressive developments in Singapore education since 2000, in terms of being 
school-based, school-wide and system-wide, have been encouraging so much so 
that AST has over the last few years been endeavoring to promote Networked 
Learning Communities, or NLCs for short. In other words, PLCs supporting teacher 
learning is not limited to the confines of the school, but can potentially take place 
across school. The penetration of PLCs from within to across schools is attractive insofar 
as it would further consolidate the ideal of system-wide PLCs. 

These developments resonate well with some of the features of effective PD 
described at the start of the paper. The framework for school-based PLCs seamlessly 
integrates teacher learning with teachers’ day-to-day practices, which is more often 
than not done in collaboration with other teachers. This then provides a rhythm of 
routine and rituals for teachers to learn in a prolonged manner. The theory of action 
tools such as Learning Circles, Action Research and Lesson Study also provide the 
means by which teachers can reflect and inquiry on their assumptive knowledge 
about teaching with the intention of broadening and deepening this knowledge.  
Notwithstanding these salient developments, there are still legroom for further 
improvements to further strengthen the consolidation of PLC development. The key 
propositions described below serve as lever points for the further deepening of PLC 
development in the Singapore education system. 

 

Deepening the Community in PLCs 

The first lever has to do with deepening the essence or sense of community. Requiring 
teachers to come together does not guarantee a strong community. The critique on 
the lack of substantive grounding in the theory of community as a whole (Bolam et 
al., 2005; Grossman, Wineburg, & Woolworth, 2001; Hairon & Goh, 2018) has yet to be 
fully addressed. The theory of community in the context of PLC is likened to an 
unpolished diamond which when polished would make PLC work become even 
shinier. In this regard, the work of McMillan and Chavis (1986) and McMillan (1996, 
2011) would be insightful and valuable to the formation, development and 
sustainability of communities. The facets or dimensions of community include the 
following: (1) spirit (feeling that there is a community that provides a sense of 
belonging, acceptance and emotional safety); (2) trust (feeling that the community 
can be trusted and group norms allow members to rely on and influence one 
another); (3) trade (feeling that mutual exchanges and benefit comes from 
community and interactions); and (4) art (shared tradition and emotional connection 
in time and space from community stories). These were further consolidated in the 
following six elements (McMillan, 2011): (1) membership, (2) influence, (3) integration 
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and fulfilment of needs, (4) shared emotional connection, (5) time becomes 
symbolized in rituals, common symbols and traditions, and (6) a spiritual bond emerges 
from shared history. 

These conceptions of the community aspect of PLCs would help both 
policymakers and practitioners with a much more in-depth understanding on PLCs. 
This understanding goes beyond focusing on the technicalities of the theory of action 
tools (e.g., Learning Circles, Action Research, Lesson Study), and can potentially 
prevent teachers entering into an enactment of PLCs as a project rather than a 
process (Hairon, Goh, & Diwi, 2014). The former can potentially be the result of the 
project nature of the theory of action tools whereby teachers are required to 
complete a form of documentation either in narrative (e.g., 4 page report) or 
presentation (PowerPoint slides) form to showcase their learning to other colleagues 
within or outside the school. A more in-depth understanding of what a community 
means would help teachers in PLCs and leaders within PLCs to enter into more 
meaningful and impactful PLCs. Matters of trust, sense of belonging and emotional 
bonding, which are either taken-for-granted or seen as less important, do have 
substantive importance in producing outcomes. 

These softer aspects of human relationship can and do support the teacher 
learning in PLCs. For example, without them teachers may not even want to share 
their best practices to others, or be willing to co-construct each other’s knowledge. 
The development of a collective identity through shared problems and goals could 
even play a very significant part in motivating teachers to meet regularly, and even 
when these meetings are a requirement. Hence, the ‘shared vision’ commonly used 
in PLC literature needs to be understood more in-depth in sociological terms. As a 
case in point, a survey study of 37 Singapore primary school teachers using Rasch 
analysis and hierarchical linear regression analysis found that teachers’ lack of 
agreement in PLCs in what they want their students to learn is counter-productive to 
effective teaching (Hairon, Goh, Chua, & Wang, 2014). Teachers and leaders in PLCs 
thus need to invest in time and energy to gain every member’s voice and, and 
collectively agree to what they will be doing for the next few weeks, if not months, in 
the PLC journey. A strong community also means a high degree of trust where PLC 
members can question one another without feeling threatened. This is highly 
important in co-construction of knowledge, and is a good response to critique raised 
by Lee and Lee (2013) regarding PLC interactions in Singapore schools to potentially 
lack conflict and cross-fertilization of diverse opinions. In sum, the essence of sense of 
community is fundamental to support teacher learning in PLCs and the outcomes of 
teacher learning in PLCs. 

 

Strengthening the Teacher Leaders in PLCs 

Positive outcomes of PLCs can only come about when all PLC members know and 
are competent to enact practices that support effective PLCs. There must therefore 
be development of PLC competencies in teachers who are engaged in PLCs. It has 
been argued that the lack of leadership supporting PLCs has been identified as a 
challenge (e.g., Harris & Jones, 2010; Lieberman & Mace, 2009). The practices of 
teacher learning taking place in PLCs such as shifting traditional patters of teacher 
interactions, building networks of trust and opening up students’ work for all to 
examine requires appropriate leadership support (Nelson, 2008). In their qualitative 
study of three grade 5 PLCs in Singapore, Hairon, Goh and Chua (2015) found three 
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key dimensions of leadership: (1) building collegial and collaborative relations, (2) 
promoting teacher development and learning, and (3) enabling change in teachers’ 
classroom teaching practices. The first is centrally located within the idea of the 
community where matters of social relationship is critical (e.g., shared vision, shared 
goal, trust, belonging, emotional bonding, collective identity). The second is to do with 
taking a keen interest and the ability to develop fellow teachers’ knowledge on 
teaching. The third is to make an impact on their colleagues’ teaching practices. 

In a qualitative study of 22 FGDs involving 11 school leaders, 11 mathematics 
department heads, and 50 mathematics teachers from 11 primary schools, Hairon et 
al. (2014) found that teacher leaders in PLCs play a critical role in impacting classroom 
teaching and student learning outcomes. In essence, teacher leaders play a huge 
part synergizing the resources of individual teachers to solve a shared goal on 
teaching and student learning outcomes, and this would involve providing the 
conducive social milieu for teacher to co-construct knowledge about teaching. This 
is critical because the sum of teachers’ collective knowledge should be bigger than 
the sum of teachers’ individual knowledge. In other words, if teachers find that coming 
together in PLCs do not add value to their own teaching practices, they would rather 
learn on their own and use the time for PLCs to complete the myriad range of roles 
and responsibilities of teaching. Finally, they are the ones who are role models or 
embodies the practices of effective PLCs. 

The development of teacher leaders is however dependent on not only the system 
leaders in the education ministry (e.g., AST), but also school leaders. This is because 
leadership is strongly influenced by context. Teacher leaders function in their 
respective school contexts. Hence, school leaders are most appropriate and 
influential in the development of their teacher leaders, either through direct or indirect 
means. School leaders themselves should be practising distributed leadership in terms 
of empowering others in decision-making, developing leadership, shared decisions 
and collective engagement (Hairon & Goh, 2015). Developing leadership in teachers 
is a precursor to school leaders letting go of decision-making powers to teachers. This 
is because school leaders can only give away decision-making power to others who 
are able to do the tasks well. This will not happen in the reverse case. Hence, the more 
school leaders develop teachers in leadership competencies, the more they will let 
go of their decision-making powers. The link between distributed leadership and 
teacher leadership has been supported by empirical findings from a survey study 
involving 28 primary schools with 58 school leaders, 93 Mathematics educators and 
1,778 grade 5 students. The multi-path analysis showed that a significant link between 
school leaders’ empowerment and teacher leaders’ dimension on impact of 
teaching practices (Hairon, Goh, & Aye, 2018). Finally, the development of the 
teacher leaders are to take place in situations where teachers engage with one 
another in a collective or community setting to reach shared decisions. This suggests 
that the development of teacher leaders, including teacher leaders in PLCs, are best 
done in their respective school context, which are the real world contexts where they 
function in a collective setting and manner. In view of the increasing demands and 
complexity that schools have to face in current times, it has been postulated that 
teacher leadership is the next wave of effective leadership in school, at least for the 
Singapore educations setting (Hairon, 2017b). 

 

Returning to Teacher Agency in PLCs 
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As much as the work in establishing PLCs to be school-based, school-wide and system-
wide in the Singapore education context is essential, the group of people who can 
make this truly possible and sustainable are the teachers themselves. They are 
eventually the primary participants and partakers of PLCs. The group-based PLCs 
introduced by the pioneers of Teachers Network saw the importance of teacher 
agency and inter-agency (i.e., collective agency) prior to the building up of the 
school-based curriculum development and innovation movement beginning in 2005. 
First and foremost, teachers themselves need to be able to experience, see and 
believe in the importance of PLCs in supporting their day-to-day work in school. 
Cordingley et al. (2015) are in my view half-accurate to observe that the environment 
is more important than teachers’ willingness to participate in PD insofar as it might 
suggest that the latter is less important. By stating that the environment that teachers 
work in is more important is also to allude to the importance of teachers’ willingness 
to participate. In this regard, I propose that both are equally important. 

One way forward then is to ensure that teacher learning in PLCs not only are 
focused on classroom teaching and student learning, but also are applied to 
teachers’ classroom teaching. The perception of PLCs being project base morphing 
into process base is based on the assumption that the latter is far more intimate to the 
day-to-day activities of teachers, and hence, would afford the translation of teacher 
learning in PLCs to teachers’ day-to-day classroom teaching. Secondly, the role of 
teacher leaders leading PLCs in supporting the translation of teacher learning from 
PCLs to classroom teaching is highly critical. They can design the structure of PLCs in 
ways that can encourage this translation – that is, bringing classroom teaching to 
PLCs, and bringing PLCs to classroom teaching. Teacher leaders can also mitigate or 
reverse the syndrome of teachers perceiving PLCs as a project rather than a process. 
Thirdly, the learning that takes place in PLCs should eventually show results in 
improvements in classroom teaching practices and student learning. Focusing on 
classroom teaching practices and student learning is one thing, but to see and 
experience it is another. This would have huge impact on teachers’ future 
participation in PLCs. The need for actual impact on teaching practices and student 
learning is very much dictated by the Singapore societal value for pragmatism. 
Having said this, it is not surprising if teachers’ need to see actual impact on teaching 
practices and student learning outcomes is quite universal. This is also consistent with 
the argument that outcome in PD such as change in student learning outcomes is a 
determinant of their belief on PD (Guskey, 2002), which would then affect their 
participation in PD. Last but not least, leaders at the school, district and system levels 
need to serious look at how the work of teachers in school can either nurture teacher 
agency in participating in PLCs (or PD) in general, or undercut it. Using a survey study 
of 45 primary mathematics educators from nine primary schools investigating the 
impact of PLCs on student learning outcomes, it was found that although teachers in 
the study value PLCs, they are not able to prioritize it (Hairon et al., 2014). Although 
the findings is limited by sample size, it does suggest the possibility of teachers finding 
difficulty in prioritizing PLCs due to their work environment. 

 

Conclusion 

In this paper, I have traced back the developments of PLCs in the Singapore 
education context with the purpose understanding the policy rationale underpinning 
the developments. This is in the hope of gleaning key learning principles that would 
further establish the promising move from group-based to school-based PLC, along 
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with the coherent support given at the system level. The discussions that are raised in 
this paper have shown that PLCs have been an outcome of the TSLN policy initiative, 
and yet at the same time provide a strong support to it. PLCs have been used to 
promote school-based curriculum development and innovation efforts through 
increasing the degree of school autonomy. The concluding propositions which are 
raised in this paper, which include deepening the community in PLCs, and 
strengthening the teacher leaders in PLCs, and returning to teacher agency in PLCs, 
are proposed levers which policymakers and practitioners can use in order to bring 
PLCs to the next level. Clearly, the agenda and goals of policymakers, school leaders 
and teachers on matters of PLCs must congeal in order to further strengthen the 
developmental and consolidation work of PLCs in the Singapore education setting, 
and in doing so, the policy intent and spirit of the TSLN can be further fulfilled. 
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