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Introduction
AUTHOR: EMESE HALL

This booklet describes and examines the Professional Learning Communities
(PLCs) that were created to support the research of Project CARE – the full
title of which is:
Visual art education in new times: Connecting Art with REal life issues (CARE)
Project CARE is an Erasmus+ funded research project (ref: 2019-1-CY01KA203-058258) aimed at enhancing visual arts education (VAE) with
education for sustainable development (ESD) within primary education.
Addressing the Erasmus+ key action of ‘strategic partnerships in Higher
Education, the main research focus is on the professional learning of
pre-service and in-service teachers in each of the four partner countries,
complemented by investigations into pupils’ learning in VAE and ESD.
CARE’s main objectives are as follows:
- to research pre-service and in-service teachers’ competences and needs in
VAE and ESD (Intellectual Output 1)
- to use these findings to develop and deliver training programmes within
each partner country (Intellectual Outputs 2 and 3)
- to support participants to implement teaching units in schools and assess
pupils’ learning (Intellectual Output 4)
- to create a culture of collaboration between educators (pre-service
teachers, in-service teachers and the research partners) by fostering
professional learning communities (PLCs) (Intellectual Output 5)
- to research the training programmes, the impact of the teaching units, and
the benefits and challenges of the PLCs (Intellectual Outputs 3, 4, and 5)
The reports that follow serve to address the penultimate objective in the list
above, with reference to the final part of the last objective: the benefits and
challenges of the PLCs.
It is useful to define the term ‘Professional Learning Community’ (PLC). We
often talk about communities of practice in educational contexts, where
colleagues come together with a common purpose, but this term does not
fully recognise the unique qualities, ethos and aims of a PLC. As one easily
might infer, a PLC is a community of professionals who are learning. In the
case of Project CARE, these professionals are all teachers/ educators with a
shared interest in VAE and ESD. All the project participants - and researchers
- hold similar ideas and values that drives their practice, with a desire to
learn with and from each other. Importantly, successful PLCs include the
following key features: supportive and shared leadership; collective creativity;
supportive conditions; physical conditions; people capacities; shared
personal practice (Hord, 1997). Each of the chapters presented here explain
how the PLCs were formed and how participants perceived these in terms
of positives and negatives. It will be seen that a significant consideration,
largely due to the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic, was the formation of
online PLCs and virtual communications. The circumstances of each partner
were different, but all were equally effected in this respect.
References
Hord, S.M. (1997). Professional learning communities: Communities of
continuous inquiry and improvement. Southwest Educational Development
Laboratory.
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Preface
CARE Professional Learning
Communities in the Four Partner
Countries
The first four chapters in this booklet provide insights into the implementation
of the CARE Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) in each partner
country. Questionnaire and interview findings are shared, along with
an overview of key opportunities and challenges of the PLCs. Chapter
5 summarises the partners’ reports and identifies the notable patterns
arising. The final chapter provides a conclusion and commentary on
quality assurance. Lastly, the research tools, and a short A to Z of creating
professional (online) learning communities in CARE are included in the
appendix.
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CHAPTER 1:

The CARE Professional Learning
Community in Cyprus
AUTHORS: CHRYSANTHI KADJI AND VICTORIA PAVLOU

Concise description of how the PLC was created and
maintained
Twenty-four teachers from 13 primary schools in different districts of Cyprus
participated in Intellectual Output 5 (professional learning communities) and
collaborated for the development and delivery of art units in their classes.
The units were delivered by 14 of the participating teachers. In total the units
were delivered in 28 classes: 1 group of Year (grade) 1, 3 groups of Year
4, 8 groups of Year 5, and 16 groups of Year 6 summing up to 602 primary
school children. All of the teachers were generalist teachers appointed to
primary schools, although eight of them exclusively taught art, nine taught
art in different classes, and seven taught art their own class. Their working
experience ranged from 7 to 35 years of experience.
The breakdown of the number of teachers, classes and children who were
involved in the implementation of the art units is as follows:
Group 1: implemented by three teachers working with one first grade class
and four sixth grade classes, a total of 121 children.
Group 2: implemented by one teacher working with two sixth grade classes,
a total of 48 children
Group 3: implemented by one teacher working with three sixth grade classes,
a total of 72 children
Group 4: implemented by one teacher working with one fifth grade class and
one sixth grade class, a total of 41 children
Group 5: implemented by two teachers working with four sixth grade classes,
a total of 82 children
Group 6: implemented by three teachers working with two fourth grade
classes, three fifth grade classes and two sixth grade classes, a total of 48
children
Group 7: implemented by three teachers working with one fourth grade class
and four fifth grade classes, a total of 66 children
During the plenary training sessions, we considered participants to form
the broader CARE PLC community. The smaller PLCs were developed
towards the end of Intellectual Output 3 (the training programme) and
mainly during Intellectual Output 4 (implementation of art units in schools),
when the participants were divided in 7 groups and worked together for
the development and implementation of the units. Academic staff provided
guidance during the development of the units and an artist participated in the
activities organized by the teachers for their classes.
During the implementation of the units at school, each PLC’s members
were in constant communication and collaboration in order to support the
person(s) that implemented the unit (in some cases not all the members
of the group proceeded with the unit delivery) or provided each other with
feedback about the advancement in the teaching unit. The person ahead in
the implementation could give useful advice for adjustments or changes in
the planned activities according to the difficulties they observed.
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Findings from the questionnaire
Due to the pandemic the Intellectual Output 3 training was delivered remotely
(Distance Learning (DL)) through the ‘LMS’ platform and weekly zoom
meetings. In this context a sense of belonging to the group, promoting
the formation of the professional learning communities was achieved by:
a) incorporating at least one group activity during each meeting, and b)
maintaining a continuous communication (email messages, messenger
group chat) with the participants. Thirteen group activities, (collaboration,
exchange of ideas on a task and reporting to the plenary) were successful in
building an overall sense of community. Within these activities the trainees
got to know each other and had the opportunities to work together in smaller
groups, in order to enable a gradual formation of ‘mini’ professional learning
communities.
At the end of the Intellectual Output 3 training participants were invited to
reflect on the PLC aspect of the training. Table 2 presents their responses
(N= 24). In general, participants endorsed items that reported a positive
attitude towards the CARE PLC and opposed to items that reported a
negative attitude towards the CARE PLC. For example, they believed that
they shared the same values (95.83%), they enjoyed being part of the
CARE PLC (88.49%), they learnt from each other (83.32%), and they felt
that their contribution was valued (79.13%). They opposed to the idea that
collaboration was difficult (74.99%) or that members of the group were not
as committed as they were (58.32%). There were few statements for which
some participants did not take a stance. E.g., they were unsure of whether
the CARE PLC offered them emotional support (50%), or whether they were
an active member (37.50%) – probably they were in unease to compare
themselves with others – or whether there were a variety of ways to interact
(33.3%) or whether the CARE PLC boosted their confidence as teachers
(25%).
Table 1: Participants responses towards ‘Professional learning communities’
Key: SA: Strongly Disagree, D: Disagree, N: Neutral, A: Agree, SA: Strongly
Agree
S.D. = Standard Deviation
SD

D

N

A

SA

Mean

S.D.

1

I enjoy being part of the professional
learning community of this training

12.5%

45.83% 41.66%

4.29

0.69

2

We share the same values with the
colleagues of the CARE professional
community

4.16%

58.33% 37.50%

4.33

0.56

3

Being part of this learning community
boosted my confidence as a teacher .

4.16%

16.66%

3.71

0.95

4

My CARE learning community offered
me some emotional support

4.16%

29.16% 16.66%

3.54

0.93

5

Collaborating with others in the CARE
PLC was difficult

29.16% 45.83%

20.83%

2.17

1.09

6

There were a variety of ways to
interact with my CARE PLC .

33.3%

25%

3.92

0.78

7

My contribution to the CARE PLC was
considered.

20.83% 45.83%

33.3%

4.25

0.74

8

I have been learning from other
people in my CARE PLC .

16.66% 41.66% 41.66%

4.25

0.34

9

I consider myself an active member of
my CARE PLC

37.50%

25%

3.79

0.88

10

Some of my CARE PLC colleagues
are not as committed as me

4.16%

2.38

1.21
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4.16%

25%
50%

4.16%

50%

4.16%
41.66%

33.3%

29.16% 29.16% 20.83% 16.66%

The “mini” PLCs had the task to develop an art unit and later on implement
it in schools. 24 of the Intellectual Output 3 participants continued to
Intellectual Output 4 and Intellectual Output 5 and worked as small
Professional Learning Communities for the delivery of the developed art units
at schools.
Motivated by the practical benefits of the task, participants worked
together enthusiastically and appeared to be committed and eager for the
implementation stage. As reported in their unit plans, some groups extended
their collaboration (teacher collaboration) to their classes and schools
(children collaboration), upgrading the art-unit into a broader collective
project.
During the unit development – and as part of Intellectual Output 3 training –
the CARE team devoted 2X2h sessions to conduct a 30-minute meeting with
each of the working groups during which the groups analyzed their ideas
for their unit and received feedback. Groups were also encouraged to send
their draft unit-plan at any stage of its development and request feedback.
All working groups presented their elaborated unit-plans to the rest of the
participants during the 9th and last online meeting and discussed their ideas
with their peers. The finalized work was uploaded and shared amongst all the
groups / PLCs after a final elaboration.

Findings from the interviews
We conducted five interviews with teachers that delivered the units to their
classes. We selected participants that were not interviewed at previous
stages of the project and tried to include art-specialists, experienced, and
relatively young teachers in our sample.
The findings are presented below by question / theme and sub-themes, so
as to be able to extract conclusions and compare the participants’ answers.
Next to each point, we explain which of the interviewees mentioned it, (using
pseudonyms) and in some cases we include quotations to document the
outcomes.
Participant’s perceptions of the PLCs
Participants seem to perceive PLCs as learning spaces for professionals,
within which they develop professionally through collaboration, mutual
support and interaction. Characteristics of PLCs are common interests and
objectives amongst its members and a climate of respect and safety.
Some examples of the interviewees’ answers mention:
- Collaboration amongst peers, with shared interests and experience, for
the improvement of the teaching and learning process in a systematic way
(Emilia, Tina, Anastasia & Josephine)
- The Community acts as a safe (Tina), flexible (Josephine) learning space
for professional development deriving from the peer interaction (Anastasia,
Josephine) and action research, and it can include the students’ community
and the support of experts (Josephine).
Previous experience with PLCs
Only two of the interviewees had previous experience in PLCs.
Common Success, examples
Common success was accounted for by the achievement of common goals:
e.g. promotion of emotional health through contact with nature; raising
awareness and developing values, knowledge and attitudes on ecological
issues through VAE; developing competences such as collaboration and
problem solving; the art-works of the children.
The value of the CARE PLC – Benefits
The broader group (plenary) benefited in terms of accessing a broad pool
of information through different means, appreciated the way technology
was used, found the transdisciplinary composition of the trainers’ team
useful and fruitful and in general described an inclusive and positive learning
-9-

environment within the community with great social and professional gain:
- Provision of material and information
- Transdisciplinary group of educators / different strengths (Artist – Arts
Educator – ESD)
- Technology enabled communication and interaction
- Inclusive, positive, democratic learning environment
- New friendships
In terms of context the small group found that focusing on a specific issue
was valuable for their training. They reported flexibility and adaptability within
the group in ways that served the needs of the different groups of children
engaged and were happy with the pedagogical support the peer interaction
provided as this gave a sense of safety and enabled a gradual flexibility and
freedom and less experienced teachers benefited from the more experienced
ones.
Expectations from the programme and the PLCs
Overall, the comments about the programme and the PLCs were very
positive. Participants were happy with the overall programme, the number
of meetings and considered that it exceeded their expectations in terms of
context, collaboration, interaction and the use of technology: “I received
what I expected – even more… In the trainings I usually attend, there is
not so much interaction and collaboration amongst peers. Technology
made it possible” (Josephine) “…Probably the only professional activity I
attended outside school that I enjoyed so much” (Michaela). “I think the
programme responded and even exceeded my expectations… I learned a
lot on SD, and shared ideas on art education, interacted with an artist … this
transdisciplinary facet of the programme exceeded my expectations… I was
always looking forward to our meetings” (Tina)
The only recommendations provided (by one of the interviewees) expressed a
need for more interaction time and practical activities.
Peer Support and PLC dynamics
Peer support and the PLC group dynamics appeared to be affected
principally by 2 factors: the way the PLC was formed and its size, and the
internal PLC organisation (hierarchical or peer).
Formation of the groups affecting group dynamics
- Familiarity amongst members enables communication
- Choosing partners ensures common values and shared pedagogical
principles
- One person taking up a coordinating role – not leading
- More active participation in the small group
- Closer connections amongst small group members
PLC dynamics and internal group organisation
- Ensuring opportunities for interaction of all group members (new
collaborations – unfamiliar peers)
- Support provided by more experienced peers - less experienced
participants benefited from experienced participants’ knowledge
- Distributed work “My responsibility was to figure out how the children would
learn about the goals. What activities they would do in order to develop
the art works was the responsibility of the other team members” (Michaela),
“Mary prepared the presentation, and Rena shared her ideas although she
did not implement the unit, I worked on the indicators…” (Emilia),
“Outcomes from a collaborative work are better that a single educator’s
work” (Anastasia)
- Non-hierarchical model – equal terms – no distinct leader. “Decisions were
taken through dialogue and respectful discussion” (Michaela); … “Elena
took the lead in some occasions, not because she wanted to lead but
because someone had to make a start” (Josephine)
- Freedom and flexibility “… in the process perhaps we modified our unit
without losing of course our equity. We just had more freedom and
flexibility” (Josephine)
- Participants ahead with the unit delivery provided useful feedback about the
planning to the rest of the team giving them the opportunity to make
-10-

changes that would increase the effectiveness of the learning process. “…
so I was ready, when I delivered the unit to my class I knew what difficulties
to expect and was ready with alternative solutions…” (Emilia)
Support by Academics
Participants were pleased by the support provided by the CARE academics/
artist group. They appreciated the continuous communication and
accessibility, the quality and content of the training provided and the useful
ideas they obtained and all the opportunities they had for learning. Some
testimonies mention: “Seminars provided useful ideas e.g. how to approach
the work of Barbara Kruger… you can see that this affected our final video”
(Anastasia); “a positive and welcoming environment” (Josephine). Supportive
meetings for pedagogical and artistic support and the trainers’ accessibility
and prompt response to the teachers’ needs were appreciated: “It was
interesting to see that the artist appeared to appreciate pieces of children’s
artwork I didn’t… I wish I had more time to explore why” (Emilia).
Tensions and Conflicts during collaboration
Most of the participants reported that there were no tensions or conflicts
within their PLC and described an understanding and democratic
environment, with shared values and goals. This was attributed to the shared
goals, democratic environment and an understanding of each other’s needs
and particularities “for example, Rena is young and does not have much
experience with art teaching but she had a lot to offer in ESD” (Emilia)
Shared values and beliefs as well as acceptance and appreciation were also
considered a prerequisite for harmonious collaboration in the PLC: Shared
pedagogical principles (e.g. child-centred pedagogy) “…With Estrella, we
have the same principle. None of us would touch a child’s work. It is their
work” (Emilia); “…All three of us had great ideas, one complementing the
other. We accepted each other’s opinion, suggestions and advice and the
outcome was great … shared values make collaboration and creation easier”
(Michaela).
Nevertheless, this did not mean that there were no difficulties, which were
overcome with some good will and communication amongst the members.
These difficulties include time (time limitations, different working pace),
coordination and technological literacy.
Collective Action and Creativity
The collective creativity was identified in the collective artworks of
the children and children’s active participation: “There was collective
creativity, children worked together” (Tina); “children used their masks,
used disinfectants, and engaged in the tasks. Even low- profile introvert
children, were encouraged to take initiatives and engage actively…” (Emilia).
It was also recognised in the collaborative work of the teachers and was
attributed to the welcoming and friendly climate in the PLC, the collaboration,
connectivity and coordination amongst group members.
Communication means
Participants reported several means they used for their communication and
coordination. Each tool was used at different moments and served different
purposes: social media apps (Viber, messenger etc) for short immediate
communication and transfer of photos, teleconferences via TEAMS for
communication between peers and schools, phone calls, shared documents
(e.g. google docs) and few, face to face meetings.
Suggestions for the future
Acknowledging the value of constructing a solid theoretical foundation,
but at the same time craving for more interaction, more practical activities,
in a limited time frame, more interaction with artists and creating artworks
themselves, participants provided suggestions to bridge this gap: Flipped
classrooms, and focus on one topic during training to save training time,
and have more artists “If economically feasible pay artists to interact with /
provide schools with practical support” (Emilia),
Other suggestions for improvement included the formation of the PLCs:
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maintaining the group composition throughout the training; ensure that
in a group each participant has at least one familiar person or give the
opportunity to choose group members.
Creation of a PLC on VAE and ESD on a national Level
All interviewees were excited to the idea of expanding the PLC on a national
level and commented that such an action would provide multiple benefits to
art educators:
- Combat VAE educators’ “isolation/loneliness”
- Provide new information and data on SD issues and pedagogy
- Keep open a communication channel for VAE educators that share the
same concerns and interests
- Share ideas about the materials, how to use them and where to get them
from, share lesson plans and activities ideas…and get better
- Engage academics for paving the pedagogical rationale beyond the
practical implementation
- Offer workshops

Summary of the findings, based on both questionnaire
and interview data.
Opportunities outnumbered challenges, which were also opportunities for
learning and becoming better.
Opportunities:
- The cross-curricular dimension of the project was appreciated by the
participants. They found useful the contribution of an artist, a VAE specialist
and an ESD specialist in their training and commented that this allowed
them to better understand and reconsider the way they approached SD
issues through VAE.
- Peer support was perceived as highly effective as experienced teachers
provide pedagogical/teaching support to less experienced and VAE experts
provide specialist support to generic teachers in a practical way.
- Collective knowledge and experience seem to add up to more than its
sum as participants argue that the quality of the outcomes of the collective /
collaborative work exceeded their expectations.
- Collaborations and the PLC can expand to include practitioners from the
partner organisations, sharing similar concerns and interests and giving a
European perspective to the Community.
- The use of technology for communication was much appreciated. Even
outside Covid Conditions, it would be considered to be useful as it bridges
obstacles such as distance and time limitations.
Challenges:
- One challenge is the selection method for the PLC members. Asking people
to choose their partners, facilitates communication and ensures common
values and faster processes in the group. On the other hand, groups formed
by “strangers”, may create new effective and creative collaborations, if
enough time is given for team building amongst the participants.
- Another challenge in a non-uniform group is the pace of the participants.
Slowing down the group can be frustrating, yet in such a group the more
experienced teachers are expected to support the least experienced (or
non-specialists) and the PLC members learn from each other.

Final researcher reflection and moving forwards
Overall, the comments about the programme and the PLCs were very
positive. Participants were happy with the programme, the meetings
and considered that it exceeded their expectations in terms of context,
collaboration, interaction, transdisciplinarity and the use of technology.
PLCs operated very effectively, successfully and benefited the participants
on multiple levels and aspects: professionally, creatively, personally and
socially. Participants felt that they belonged in a respectful, inclusive,
-12-

supportive and democratic community, that helped them ‘become better’.
They acknowledged that as a group the outcome they reached was much
better than a cumulative outcome of the individuals. They appreciated the
support provided by the CARE academics/artist group, the transdisciplinary
composition of their group, the continuous communication and accessibility,
the content of the training provided, the useful ideas they obtained and all
the opportunities they had for learning. All these along with the great pool of
information, material and peer support created a sense of confidence and
safety.
Peer support and the PLC group dynamics appeared to be affected
principally by two factors: the way the PLC was formed and its size, and the
internal PLC organisation (hierarchical or peer). Shared values and beliefs as
well as acceptance and appreciation were also considered a prerequisite for
harmonious collaboration in the PLC.
Suggestions for future practice focused on more time for interaction and
creation of artworks by the participants during the training through flipped
classrooms, topic specific training, and asynchronous activities. The creation
of individual and group artworks by the participants, nevertheless, was
planned during the submission of the CARE proposal, but changes had to
be made during the covid-19 pandemic. Admittedly, collaborating for the
creation of an artwork would have added a valuable ‘layer’ to the formation of
‘strong’ mini PLCs.
Another hindering factor was the fact that not all trainees were familiar with
DL environments and could not respond to asynchronous activities. If all
participants were comfortable with DL environments, then theory could have
been delivered in asynchronous forms and more time would be dedicated
for interactive and group work in the synchronous meetings. Only a handful
of trainees really studied the non-compulsory educational material/resources
uploaded to the ‘LMS’ platform that supported the training. Given the time
that the training took place (with the schools opening and closing due to the
pandemic), we very much understand the limited time that trainees devoted
to studying by themselves.
One group that dropped out right after the training as its members did not
manage to blend and collaborate for the art unit development. The formation
of the groups is still something that the organisers reflect upon. Forming
groups of people who know each other may have benefits but so does
forming groups of people not familiar with each other. We consider that it
principally depends on the individuals’ character, how social and how open
they are to meeting other people and collaborating with them, how flexible
and tolerant they are. Therefore, a flexible methodology could be the best.
One of the participants suggested forming groups of people who know at
least one other member in their group is helpful for people who are shy and
need time to adjust.
All participants supported the idea of forming a broader PLC to include
other practitioners in Cyprus and even extending this community to include
practitioners from the partner organisations’ countries. Such a PLC can help
VAE practitioners overcome their isolation, provide a pool of information on
VAE and ESD, and provide a platform of communication for sharing ideas.
The inclusion of academics would give an added value to the community as
the Community’s activities could be enhanced (by the academics) with further
professional training and workshops.
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CHAPTER 2:

The CARE Professional Learning
Community in Malta
AUTHORS: Raphael Vella and Charmaine Zammit

Concise description of how the PLC was created and
maintained
The CARE project in Malta involved 25 teachers: 2 Primary generalist inservice teachers, 3 full-time MTL Art teachers, 1 part-time MA Social Practice
Arts and Critical Education student, 15 Primary Art specialist teachers and
4 Art teachers at the School of Art. These participants were all involved
in the Continuous Professional Development (CPD) course offered by the
University of Malta (UM) CARE team. Communication with these participants
took place mainly online: in synchronous and asynchronous sessions, in
forum discussions on the University of Malta’s Virtual Learning Environment
(VLE) and by email. The situation produced by the pandemic and resulting
limited contact restricted the possibilities of developing strong bonds as
a Professional Learning Community (PLC), but communication between
participants and lecturers occurred, nonetheless.
Once the CPD was completed, the UM CARE team invited all participants to
volunteer for the actual implementation stage (Intellectual Output 4), in which
teachers were asked to develop schemes of work and lesson plans about
art and Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) for classes they were
teaching. Due to the fact that peripatetic arts teachers in State schools were
being asked to replace generalist teachers who were in quarantine during
the pandemic, all participants who were based in state primary schools did
not volunteer for this stage of the CARE project. Again, this restricted the
possibility of generating enough numbers to develop a broad PLC. However,
the five teachers who volunteered were very enthusiastic and each developed
schemes of work and lessons based on innovative pedagogies and ESD
knowledge they drew from the CPD course.
Communication with these teachers was regular, via interim interviews
and meetings as well as emails. In order to strengthen the PLC, we agreed
during a Zoom meeting to set up a private Facebook group, where these five
teachers could share images and activities with each other and the UM CARE
team. This was very successful and led the team to set up a public Facebook
page about the CARE implementation stage (Intellectual Output 4), in which
other members of the public, especially art educators, could engage with
participating teachers and research staff.

Findings from the questionnaire
Eleven participants in the CPD sent us completed questionnaires in relation
to Intellectual Output 5. This corresponded closely with the number of
participants who remained actively involved throughout the course. They
were asked to state their level of agreement with the statements in this
5-point Likert scale below. Percentages of responses are included in Table 2.
Table 2: Questionnaire responses regarding PLC participation and
perspectives on the PLC
Key: SA: Strongly Disagree, D: Disagree, N: Neutral, A: Agree, SA: Strongly
Agree

-15-

SD

D

N

A

SA

55%

45%
45%

1

I enjoy being part of my CARE PLC

2

Being in a CARE PLC boosts my confidence as a
teacher

18%

36%

3

My CARE PLC offers me some emotional support

55%

45%

4

I find it easy to communicate with others in my CARE
PLC

27%

45%

18%

5

I wish I knew more about my CARE PLC colleagues

18%

55%

27%

6

Collaborating with others in my PLC is difficult

27%

36%

27%

7

There are a variety of ways to interact with my CARE
PLC

18%

45%

27%

8

I have developed good relationships in my CARE PLC

9%

64%

27%

9

Others in my PLC listen to my contributions

36%

45%

18%

10

I have been learning from other people in my CARE PLC

36%

64%

11

Others in my CARE PLC have been learning from me

36%

55%

9%

12

I consider myself an active member of my CARE PLC

9%

45%

36%

9%

9%

9%

9%

Feedback from the questionnaire shows that a large proportion of
participants appreciated the possibility of working with colleagues on
common or similar goals and projects and being part of a PLC, although
restrictions imposed by pandemic safety measures seem to have had an
effect on the development of strong bonds. All the participants (100%)
indicated that they either agreed or strongly agreed with the statement that
they enjoyed being part of the CARE PLC. A high percentage also indicated
that the PLC boosts their confidence as teachers, while a significant
percentage (45%) perceived the PLC as being emotionally supportive. While
the majority of participants (63%) agreed or strongly agreed that they found
it easy to communicate with others in the CARE PLC, a substantial majority
(82%) also stated that they wished they knew more about their CARE
PLC colleagues. This is likely a direct result of restrictions caused by the
pandemic, which did not permit physical meetings.
The response was more neutral when participants were asked about
collaborations with other members of the PLC. The response was almost
equally balanced out when participants responded to the statement
‘Collaborating with others in my PLC is difficult’. Similarly, 45% of
participants in the questionnaire were neutral when asked to confirm
whether there was a variety of ways to interact with others in the PLC (36%,
however, either agreed or strongly agreed that they could use different ways
to interact). Predictably, the pandemic took its toll on the building of deep
relationships with colleagues: 64% of participants indicated they were neutral
about the development of good relationships in the CARE PLC.
However, a large proportion of participants were more positive about
a cross-fertilisation of ideas amongst members of the PLC. 63% of
respondents indicated that they believed that others in the PLC listened to
their contributions. All the participants (100%) indicated that they had been
learning from others in the PLC, while 64% indicated that others in the PLC
had been learning from them. A significant percentage (81%) indicated that
they considered themselves to be active members of the PLC.
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Findings from the interviews
The five teachers who participated in Intellectual Output 4 were also engaged
in individual semi-structured interviews. These were carried out online via
Zoom and recorded for documentation purposes. The interviews lasted
between 40 minutes and 1 hour. The interview questions mainly concerned
the participants’ understanding of ‘Professional Learning Community’; the
effectiveness and frustrations of the CARE PLC; the peer support they were
provided with and that which they provided to others; the shared success
and collective collaboration as a result of CARE PLC collaboration, their
alignment of values and beliefs with those of the CARE PLC; the pros and
cons of the in-person and online methods of communication.
The interview questions were held in an open-ended manner and further
spontaneous questions were added to the interviews according to the
participants’ responses to help them elaborate further. Some questions were
reworded and simplified to facilitate discussion.
The first teacher participant said that although he already encountered the
term PLC during his Bachelors of Education course, he only managed to
grasp the PLC concept and its importance while forming part of the CARE
learning community. He explained that the main benefit of the PLC is that
he could crosscheck his schemes of work, topics and materials. He defined
PLC as a community of professionals learning through their interactions
with each other and an exchange of knowledge. He stated that the PLC also
helped him to shape his teaching skills by encouraging him to revise his initial
plans and research further to ensure age-appropriate relevance. Thus, he
suggested that the PLC can serve as a “model to those emerging teachers”
as they benefit while engaging with each other and offer constructive
feedback. The PLC’s shared success and collaboration could be observed
in exploring new ways of teaching as participants shared material “on the
VLE platform so teachers could see each other’s works... they could also
comment”. According to him, the CARE course challenged participants to
work outside their “comfort zone in terms of thinking, in terms of planning…”
He added that CARE had the potential to be expanded to a Masters’ Degree.
For the second participant, the CARE PLC meant “a helping hand to gain
more knowledge” while sharing knowledge and working together. She also
included students in her PLC concept because she recognised how much
she learned from them as well. The fact that the CARE PLC provided her
with an opportunity to work with other professionals she never met before
was beneficial. She explained that the main benefits consisted of sharing
and “commenting on each other’s projects”, which served to exchange
different perspectives that sparked new ideas she would otherwise have
never thought of on her own. When asked about anything she thought could
have been improved, she said that she missed physical meetings as “face
to face shows body language, reactions…” However, she did not expect
that the PLC would offer her so much constructive feedback to guide her
throughout the CARE planning and implementation. The PLC was a shared
success as her lessons initiated a ripple effect through parents and students,
while engaging them in tasks such as collecting plastic trash and sending
photos confirming their actions for a better environment “for the benefit of the
community”. She concluded that overall, the CARE course influenced her a
lot and she kept using the concepts even during summer school.
The third participant explained that the CARE PLC “was a place which I have
been longing for... a place where you would see people who are enthusiastic
about the work they do and they would be very committed to their activities”.
She added that the participants were always keen to share insights,
communicate and provide feedback. This supported her professionally in
terms of knowledge and socially through interacting as part of a community.
She praised the PLC as beneficial in its way of providing communication
among all participants, which did not only consist of a description of methods
but felt like she “could enter their own diaries”. She hopes that the PLC will
be sustainable in the long term. Aware that she is often over-enthusiastic
about new projects, she did not expect to find similar colleagues committed
to supporting each other. Like the second participant, she also stated that
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“if these meetings were physical, the interaction would have been more
dynamic and spontaneous”. However, she found CARE very inspirational as
it provided her with an opportunity to check out the way in-service teachers
think and develop their activities. Since she was a pre-service teacher she
found that the PLC was very supportive and a good introduction to her art
teaching career. In return to receiving both emotional and intellectual support
from PLC, the third participant said she tried her best to offer peer support
not simply by writing ‘well-done’ but by providing constructive criticism,
sharing information and ideas.
The fourth participant said that she had never been part of a PLC prior to
CARE. She defined the PLC as a safe environment allowing teachers to
“share their experiences or even their problems, maybe ask for advice,
as we used to do through our Facebook group, and you get feedback”.
She added that the PLC provided her the opportunity to know what other
people think and having professional lecturers sharing vast experience and
expertise was very supportive. When asked about the benefits of the CARE
PLC, she explained that being a supply teacher (no pedagogy qualification),
she never really learned how to create a scheme of work and lesson plans.
Through the CARE PLC, she learned these things through constructive
criticism and resources such as the teacher-template. Besides being useful
for pedagogical development, she also felt that the CARE PLC provided
encouragement in a positive learning environment. She found that the online
forum was very helpful in observing other’s ways of thinking. The fact that
the CARE project provided her with a small grant was a plus as it helped
her to plan lessons knowing that she can get the necessary materials. She
explained that “in other courses you would normally just sit down and listen”.
At the start of the course, she found the reading list as exhausting and could
not keep up with the task deadlines. However, the constant support from
lecturers and other teachers helped her not to give up. She added that having
a Facebook group helped in sharing experiences and ideas as she “started
finding it easier to share photos and write short reflections”. CARE PLC was
a learning experience for her as she learned new things which led to change
daily habits and even affected students and their families. As an example,
she mentioned that “we didn’t know about plastics that aren’t recyclable in
Malta, that it was useless to wash them and put them into the recycle bin
because they would not be recycled as we don’t have the means”.
The fifth participant defined PLC by explaining that the term community
means that one is not alone but is supported by a group of people with whom
to share ideas, opinions and feelings. She added that a PLC means that you
are part of a community that provides support “to grow up professionally”.
For her the CARE project provided this community of support to her and
colleagues, providing them with knowledge and ideas about ESD. Being
part of the CARE PLC helped her grow professionally. She insisted that if
the CARE project and the PLC had not been carried out online, she would
not have managed to participate in it, due to family commitments. Being
part of the CARE PLC provided her with an opportunity to learn from other’s
experiences. Given that she is qualified as a generalist primary teacher,
CARE PLC offered her a space to observe Art teachers’ ideas and teaching
experiences. This expanded her mind and encouraged her “not to be afraid
to implement art in the primary curriculum”. She explained that the online
support she received made her feel that she was not alone, as someone
from the CARE PLC is “there to help you...to lend you an ear and you see the
writings...you see ‘well done’, ‘carry on’”. This encouraged her not to give
up, especially when she went through emotionally unstable times during this
year, CARE PLC helped her mentally, to focus better and believe in herself.
At the beginning of the course, she felt overwhelmed by readings and tasks
but then she realised that themes such as “compassion” helped her with
her approach to life. She found the PLC so beneficial that she shared her
experiences with her colleagues and encouraged them to apply if there is
another CARE project opportunity.
One of the final questions included a photo-elicitation exercise. This required
the participants to take time to observe the images of four CARE artworks,
namely ‘What’s North, What’s South’ by Caniaris Vlassis; ‘Snake-garbage
disposal’ by Papagiannis Theodoros; ‘I don’t believe in global warming’
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by Banksy and ‘Pier Pressure’ by Banksy. The participants were asked to
consider which of these artworks best represents their experiences of being
part of the CARE PLC. While observing the images, the participants could
take a few notes so that later they could share their reasons for choosing
one particular artwork. They were prompted to talk about the symbolic/
metaphorical connection between their chosen artwork and their experiences
while learning within the CARE PLC.
During photo-elicitation, the first participant chose ‘Snake-garbage disposal’
by Papagiannis Theodoros. He compared it to a snake being shaped up by all
participants sharing their diversities while being connected to learn together.
As the snake’s head, he imagined the lecturers leading the community but at
the same time they work together with participants to “sort of collect… the
garbage...trying to leave a trail for the better…with all the confusion around
us amidst all the environmental crisis around us, everyone is contributing
towards this effort to leave a better world”.
During photo-elicitation, the second participant chose Banksy’s ‘I don’t
believe in global warming’ because she found it sarcastic. She interpreted
Banksy’s work as an ironic piece, which showed how people are conscious
about global warming but “afraid to take action”. This challenges her to start
convincing people about the immediate need to protect the environment.
She added that “it’s more about business so of course businessmen are
not admitting that they are causing global warming because of the money”.
She observed that the way the photo was captured where “everything is
geometric, there’s nothing organic except for the water...the words are written
down in red...red means danger-warning, so there’s much more in the picture
and message as well”.
The third participant chose ‘What’s North, What’s South’ by Caniaris Vlassis,
as it related directly to her chosen theme for her CARE lessons: ‘diversity and
identity’. She interpreted the artwork as showing feet or shoes, which though
similar, are very customized. She compared this interpretation to the way
she saw each participant of the CARE PLC “with different individuals who
are together in the same space but they’re not joined…some shoes which
are connected but others are spread apart”. She explained that this reflects
the diversity and identity of individuals who in their togetherness manage to
connect. The third participant concluded that if the PLC participants started
creating public events, this can be “a way to attract other professionals” to
join forces.
The fourth participant also felt connected to Banksy’s ‘I don’t believe in
global warming’ as it related well with an artist she referred to during her
CARE lessons. She explained that global warming is affecting us even
though many deny it. She said that this symbolizes what the CARE PLC is
working for — a massive tide that they are trying to change, slowly through
school communities. She added that every change is difficult at first, but as
a community the PLC participants can reach out to larger groups of people
to expand the opportunity to bring about changes. The fourth participant
suggested that it would help if lecturers deliver talks to encourage students’
participation because meeting someone from outside school often leaves a
stronger impact on students.
During the photo-elicitation, the fifth participant chose ‘Snake-garbage
disposal’ by Papagiannis Theodoros because at the beginning of CARE
project she was overwhelmed with Covid restrictions, masks, no teamwork
and no groupwork. However, she managed to overcome the snake—which
she saw as a symbol of unnecessary thinking and worrying. She said she
left the snake sleeping in its cave, while with the support and constructive
feedback of the PLC, she could escape from the cave as she felt she was
doing a good job. The fifth participant concluded that if the implementation
of CARE lessons started earlier in the scholastic year, it would have given her
and the students more time to enjoy the lessons but she did what she could
to manage the syllabus and cope with various restrictions.
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Summary of the findings, based on both questionnaire
and interview data
An analysis of the integration of data emerging from the questionnaire and
the interviews indicates that the perceptions of participants in the CPD
(Intellectual Output 3) as well as teachers in the actual implementation
of lessons (Intellectual Output 4) demonstrate the validity of projects like
CARE in the development of PLCs amongst teaching staff. Participating
teachers in IO4 indicated that their teaching benefitted from discussions
with other teachers. One teacher whose colleague in the same school was
also participating indicated that he felt that the possibility of discussing his
lessons, schemes of work, topics and other teaching materials directly with
her was clearly beneficial to his teaching. This same teacher stated that
communication with other PLC members during the pandemic was “surreal”.
Another teacher also referred to Covid-19 as an obstacle, along with trying
to keep up with other areas in the syllabus whilst implementing the CARE
lessons.
Despite the clear difficulties that teachers had to face during these
challenging times, all the participants appreciated the possibility of being
involved in a project that expanded their previous understandings of
teaching, learning and professional development. They felt that their own
ideas contributed to others’ learning and that they learnt new things while
implementing the lessons with students and discussing their ideas and
pedagogies with colleagues. One of the teachers participating in Intellectual
Output 4 said that the experience had boosted her confidence because, as
a generalist teacher with no specialisation in art, her exposure to colleagues’
ideas helped her “not to be afraid to implement (art lessons) in the primary
curriculum”.
The five participants in IO4 mentioned that they only understood the real
meaning of a PLC by experiencing it through the CARE project. They
mentioned the disadvantages of online sessions but at the same time they
also took note of the advantages of not having to commute and receiving
quick written feedback and constructive criticism. Although they mentioned
that they learned new things and got inspired from each other, they all
mentioned they wished they had more time for readings and for lesson
implementation. Participants said that the CARE course was much more
helpful and engaging than they had expected.

Final researcher reflection and moving forwards
The shortage of physical communication during the Covid-19 pandemic may
actually have contributed positively in at least one way to the CARE PLC,
because participants felt that they needed to discuss their ideas and lesson
plans more than ever with colleagues. Online meetings were also easier to
organise. At the same time, it is also quite evident that the possibility of faceto-face meetings between researchers and teachers would probably have
helped everyone to build deeper, and more long-lasting, relationships with
other PLC members. Some individuals lamented the fact that online meetings
did not help them to develop more emotional bonds because human
communication also requires an understanding of body language, physical
reactions, and so on.
However, the most significant contribution of CARE to these participants’
teaching methods seems to have been its connections between art education
and ESD. During interviews, one teacher stated that she had never tackled
sustainable development goals through art.
Another teacher associated the success of CARE with his better
understanding of the public dimension of art. Yet another teacher who was
interviewed felt that the dedication and
motivation of others in the course encouraged her and increased the
‘sustainability’ of the project and its vision. In her words, “we speak about
sustainability and we cannot be isolated from our external experiences. In
the future I hope there will be others who would work as we did and show
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commitment”. The interviewees agreed that they were in search of ways
of making a difference in order to make a fairer world possible through the
CARE project, without imposing their ideas on others. This helped them
to build a community of trust, which can be sustainable through further
collaboration with new participants.

1
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CHAPTER 3:

The CARE Professional Learning
Community in Greece
AUTHORS: Martha Ioannidou and Soula Mitakidou

Concise description of how the PLC was created and
maintained
The CARE Professional Learning Community (PLC) gained cohesion and
solid team goals in mid-January 2021 when the Teacher Training Programme
was launched. The initial group consisted of four members of the Aristotle
University research team, four colleagues (relevant art and museum
professionals) and forty-seven primary school teachers (42 women and
5 men). More specifically: thirty-six in-service teachers, six future general
teachers, and five specialist visual arts teachers. Most of the participants
(91.0%) work in public state schools, while a small percentage (9.0%) work
with private schools. The PLC is formatting a special, separate section in
the newly launched CAREfull educational interactive platform, where one
can read the PLC’s objectives and find contact details of its members. It
has also issued an open invitation to new members offering access to both
the general content of the platform and the specific sections with teaching
material, videos, presentations, and school projects.
Furthermore, our Professional Learning Community has a new forum to
discuss ideas and exchange opinions relevant to VAE & ESD issues, ask
for information or assistance, solve problems. New members (in-service
and future teachers, artists, museum professionals) are steadily added, so
the momentum indicates that we will manage to develop into a solid and
sustainable community. Teachers, many of whom have already had good
collaborations and relationships with each other, provide considerable
assistance in this effort. Following the regular weekly meetings during the
Teacher Training Programme, the established professional community
decided to meet online or/and face-to-face once a month, conduct
workshops, organise joint activities and visits to cultural venues and enhance
cooperation within schools or/and partner institutions.
Trainees were asked to express their reactions to the programme through
a survey that involved forty-two of the teachers who answered the given
questionnaire and seven teachers who took part in semi-structured
interviews.

Findings from the questionnaire
Trainees generally expressed very positive opinions about the PLC created
through the CARE project. Specifically, almost all (93%) were pleased to be
part of this community, with the vast majority now considering themselves
to be active members of this community either to a maximum (62%) or to a
sufficient degree (29%).
Almost all also claim that colleagues in CARE PLC share their values either
very/very much (57%) or quite a lot (36%). Just 1 in 10 trainees (7%) say that
colleagues in CARE PLC share their values a little bit.
Participation in CARE PLC has boosted the confidence of 9 in 10 trainees
(67% “a lot”, 24% “quite a lot”), mainly concerning their teaching role. Only
one of the participants felt that his/her confidence was enhanced just “a
little”.
More than 7 out of 10 trainees (74%) felt to a great extent that participation in
the CARE PLC provided them with some emotional support. The rest of the
group (26%) thought that their participation offered them “some” emotional
support.
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The vast majority (76%) of the trainees acknowledged that they could share
their thoughts and interests with their colleagues and trainers “to a large
degree” and another 19% found that applicable to “an adequate degree.”
Almost an overwhelming majority of trainees also stated that CARE PLC
provided various opportunities to interact to the maximum (71%) and
adequate (24%) level. In addition, through working with other members in
CARE PLC, almost all agreed that they gained “a lot” (76%) and “quite a lot”
(22%) of learning.
In addition to the highly positive image of CARE PLC that emanates from
the statements of most trainees, their opinions on two additional items were
further supportive. First, only 1 in 10 claimed that working with others in
CARE PLC was difficult, while in contrast, 9 in 10 thought that working with
others in CARE PLC was “not at all” or even “somewhat tricky.” Secondly,
over 8 in 10 trainees (86%) disagreed with the statement that some CARE
PLC members were not as committed as themselves.

Findings from the interviews
1

Ethical approval was
not required for the study
on human participants in
accordance with the national
legislation and institutional
(AUTH) requirements.
Teachers provided their
written informed consent to
participate in this study at
the beginning of the Teacher
Training Programme.

Interviews1 were scheduled with each participant separately and were
conducted online in a private room on Zoom, with each interview lasting
approximately 30-40min. We also managed to organise a 1-hour group
discussion with 18 members of the trainees, who were available for a follow
up survey at the beginning of the 2021 (autumn) school year. All recordings
were transcribed and thematic analysis, applying an abductive approach,
was used in the analysis of qualitative data (Braun & Clarke 2006).
Τhe teachers who participated in the training programme were not familiar
with the term PLC and could not define the reference parameters precisely
from the beginning. In fact, they did not have wide external professional
networks, beyond the primary education’s trade unions and the teachers’
groups boards of their schools. Only the ones involved in administration or
development activities had a clearer picture. Networking between schools or
school classes was based mainly on few teachers’ individual initiatives and
activity, but regular teachers’ participation in networking was modest.
Data collected from the teachers’ experiences allowed for an in-depth
look at the CARE PLC’s impact on their practice. Common themes
throughout the interviews with the teachers included improved teacher
collaboration, ability to adapt innovative, inclusive, and student-centered
instructional methods, effective use of alternative and supportive assessment
procedures and progress monitoring tools, enhancement of trust among
teachers, school administrators and advisors, and opportunities for teacher
development. Most of them stated that the CARE PLC allowed them to
feel more professional and gave them confidence to engage in professional
conversations and try new things and activities in their classes and careers.
The teachers also unanimously agreed that the PLC encouraged interactions
that centered on methods; learning from each other greatly enhanced their
teaching practice. For example, teachers discussed, demonstrated, and
exchanged valuable experiences on how they used various technology tools
and apps in their classrooms/schools and felt that this sharing of effective
teaching strategies was very helpful.
Interestingly, most of the participants pointed out the value of reflection in
redirecting the PLC group back to its original goal and in determining what
drives student achievement. Furthermore, they reinforced the importance of
being receptive to constructive feedbacks and their willingness to reflect and
improve their teaching practices that were ineffective. The “critical friend”
procedure where they were all given the chance to observe and discuss the
performance of each other was very effective and enhanced collaborative
lesson plans and common formative assessment. As one teacher articulated,
“the value of teaching is contingent upon our ability as educators to truly take
the time to reflect and refine our best practices.”
Teachers with little or no working experience described how their
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experienced peers were very supportive and gave them space to voice their
ideas, while at the same time they suggested more effective strategies. In a
similar vein, experienced teachers rewarded the passionate way their new
colleagues encountered their role as a teacher and were happy to give them
a chance to be fully heard. “I felt valued during the PLC meetings as I was
able to voice my opinion on a variety of issues that would positively impact
student learning, our effectiveness as teachers, and the school climate”;
“Even though I am new, my colleagues have been great about including my
thoughts and ideas in planning”.
Teachers reported gaining instructional expertise daily and continuously
from one another, directly through co-teaching practices, mentor relations
and guidance, joint reflection, observing others, and common efforts for
curriculum development. Collaboration was an important element that all
participants witnessed and cherished. SK stated that “the sense of isolation
was reduced through participation in the PLC”. SA believed that “this type of
collaboration through PLC is helping strengthen the student learning.”
Decisions were taken through inclusive and democratic processes in team
meetings aiming to satisfactory levels of consensus. Teachers’ comments
indicate that the sharing of ideas and effective methods increased their
effectiveness in the classroom: “The PLC brought us all closer and made
us more goal-oriented”; “It has enhanced my professional practices due
to fresh ideas and the latest practice developments in education with an
emphasis on these new, for me, as a generalist teacher, fields: VAE & ESD”;
“I have benefitted from working with people who have different approaches
to teaching by hearing about what works for them and adapting it to my
personal style”.
Although there is no single model of co-teaching suggested nationally or
locally by school administrators and advisors, all participants showed an
acute interest in trying it out. As PS pointed out, “Team meetings were very
helpful for collaborative planning of instruction.” The teachers were searching
and analyzing strategies that would allow students to feel more included
in the learning procedure and in the class/school culture, working closely
with each other. Some teams tried multiple ways to group their pupils and
differentiate their instruction.
The implementation of the teaching scenarios in schools facilitated high
levels of collaboration and created cultures of collegiality. However, they
reported challenges mostly related with limitations of the school premises
and function. They reported, for example, that their school buildings were
inappropriate for implementing VAE & ESD co-teaching practices and
students had to study in cramped conditions; and that there was not enough
contractual time for teacher collaboration, due to the large number of duties
they were asked to cope with: “Many tasks are added to our basic work, so
it is difficult to find time for collaboration.” “There is always lack of time and
a feeling of haste; thus, I avoid expressing my ideas because I sense that
colleagues are afraid of possible additional work.”
Further frustrations and difficulties were posed by the COVID-19 pandemic,
which negatively affected the operations of schools and the PLC. While
creating the scenarios a small number of the teachers observed unbalanced
participation in terms of workload, as well as in terms of taking initiatives for
further development of the PLC. There were also difficulties in coordination
due to the lack of substantial free time or the liberty for different organisation
in their school programmes. Two teachers confessed that an important
challenge of the PLC process was insufficient collaborative time structured
into the daily school system, five alleged that the excessive time and effort
utilized in collecting data for analysis was frustrating for them. “Since we
developed the scenarios, it is a fact that we meet less frequently. We meet
few times after school online for a short follow-up.” The majority though
keeps a positive attitude: “I was very nervous at first to change my teaching
style and habits to respond to the PLC. We are learning from each other now
more than ever and trying different things that are being discussed in the
PLC.”
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Many of the participants indicated that they would prefer face-to-face
communication, even though distance meetings made it possible to broaden
the geographical horizon of participation. The group concluded that in the
future it would be appropriate to adopt a hybrid mode of communication.
Finally, they all benefited in building strong student-teacher interrelationships.
PLC proved helpful as it ensured that teachers were focused on student
learning, monitoring, and analyzing student data for growth. Invaluable is
also the closeness it promotes with educational administrators, partners
from the cultural sector, students’ families, and the local community around
their schools. Many suggested that PLC should continue to support activities
in that direction and should give more guidance and ideas, attention, and
advice on how to grow these relationships further.

Summary of the findings, based on both questionnaire
and interview data
The data from the interviews and documented PLC meetings indicated that
teachers were working together to develop and analyze common students’
assessments, cultivate individual student growth and success, and reach the
standardized testing goals for the school. As a result of CARE PLC, teachers
were having professional conversations on improving student achievement
and increasing teacher effectiveness, which indicated a climate change.
Teachers were also using PLC meetings as a source for developing in-house
professional development activities.
A great success from this initial period of the CARE PLC is the fact that team
members were willing to learn from both new and veteran teachers the best
strategies for improving student learning.
The most beneficial function of the PLC was sharing effective teaching
strategies and implementing them in their various classrooms, which
had immediate positive impact on students learning. Teachers’ answers
presented some explicit pointers on how PLC effects professional
development. Improving the quality of instruction in the classroom ultimately
accounts for enhanced student learning and academic achievement. Most
of them use the PLC platform to identify their individual strengths and
weaknesses, to learn from other members of the PLC team, to collaborate
and communicate. Their classes reflect the diversity of their communities
including a mix of students’ and teachers’ cultural backgrounds, interests,
learning styles, and needs.
If culture functions as a social glue that connects a team together or conveys
a sense of identity for members of a community, then the interpretation
of the teachers’ responses reveals that respectful, democratic sharing of
ideas, relaxed communication, exchange of professional experiences, and
collaboration play a vital role in the establishment of a safe and trustworthy
PLC culture focused on student learning and teacher development.

Final researcher reflection and moving forwards
The sharing of opinions and the implementation of the new ideas has
permitted members of the newly formed CARE PLC to take risks, enhance
their confidence and grow professionally.
The Aristotle research team has taken the message and feels empowered by
the teachers’ responses to collaborate with them in establishing an ongoing
professional learning community that will offer the inspiration, the initiatives,
and the support to continue to grow and enhance their practice. Being part of
this community is a learning experience for the researchers as well.
Some suggestions for the future proper functioning and development of our
Professional Learning Community includes the following:
- Organise workshops and exhibitions with the participation of teachers and
their students.
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- Publish teachers’ papers and projects
- Organise new training programmes with the PLC members in the role of
trainers
- Reinforce international collaborations, starting with CARE project’s partner
members.
The final words in this report belong to our participants’ suggestions:
- “Meeting frequently on a regular basis with other school members.”
- “I think that in order to be collaborative it is important to have a focused
agenda, be
- organized, so that everyone has a clear idea of what their role is and how
they can best contribute.”
- “During meetings, participants should be able to interact and share both
their ideas and concerns.”
- “It would be useful to involve more artists in disseminating the main ideas
of the programme into schools and local communities through podcasts,
interviews, and workshops.”
- “Certainly, the dissemination of an event outside the school environment
and or the pursuit of wider cooperation (with museums, cultural institutions,
universities etc.) will be of additional help.”
- “We should aim to seek better synergies with school headmasters as well
as to have the consent and if possible, the participation of the parents for
whatever we decide to do.”
- “A continuous supportive-advisory structure offered by our PLC, would be
a challenge and an invitation for greater implementation of visual arts in the
learning process and socialization of children, contributing on multiple
levels, for example students’ inclusion.
- “The existence of the PLC educational platform enshrines the provision of
help through our network.”
Figure 1. Sample of teachers’ visual journals, kept during the TTP and the
PLC meetings
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CHAPTER 4:

The CARE Professional Learning
Community in England
AUTHORS: Hermione Ruck Keene and Emese Hall

Concise description of how the PLC was created and
maintained
The PLC was established from the group of 24 trainee teachers who initially
signed up to participate in the project and consisted of mini-PLC groups
during the initial stages of the project, who met regularly with a tutor and
were invited to participate in ongoing dialogue via TEAMS. As the six trainees
who had chosen to continue with the project moved into the implementation
phase, the groups were amalgamated to form one large PLC group which
met fortnightly, again online, due to both the pandemic restrictions and the
geographical distance of the trainees whilst out on placement. To foster
inter-county relationships, a series of three Saturday online VAE workshops,
hosted by UK-based charity Access Art, were offered in June and July
2021. However, participant numbers were below what was anticipated.
Unfortunately, the timing of the workshops seemed less than ideal because
some partners were already into their summer vacation period.

Findings from the questionnaire
The questionnaire findings reported in Intellectual Output 3 suggested
that trainees’ experience in the PLC could have been better. Participants
reported that more emotional support could have been offered, and that
collaboration was difficult. Significantly though, they did not feel they were
active members, and they seemed to understand that their colleagues were
not active either.
Reading the comments, it seems the low levels of communication were due
to the restriction caused by COVID (e.g., ID2 “Having to work from home
and online and not being able to engage with people in a more personal and
active way.”, or ID12 “Having to work remotely and engage with resources
online. Collaborative work in person would be enjoyable and easier to
engage.”. Also it might be necessary to consider how to set up online PLC,
e.g. ID9 ‘‘My CARE PLC didn’t get off the ground initially. This meant that
momentum was lost and it felt irrelevant. …”, or the platform, e.g., ID6 “I
think a different communication platform would have been more accessible,
such as whatsapp.”.
Sharing ideas was commonly identified as a key opportunity of the PLC and
lack of time to participate was the most cited negative aspect.

Findings from the interviews
MS Teams interviews were conducted individually with five trainees: Arya,
Bella, Juliette, Monty and Mud. Interviews lasted around 30 minutes and
followed a semi- structured approach, using the main areas of questioning
from the IO5 protocol. Interview recordings were transcribed using the
Teams auto-transcribe function and then corrected for accuracy.
Arya
Arya saw greater opportunities for the PLC once participants were teaching
their own classes. She had felt isolated on placement, needing the support
and affirmation from others offered by the PLC, which also provided a nonhierarchical context for tutors and trainees to meet as equals. She would
have liked to share the project more widely beyond her class, acknowledging
the challenges of COVID. She described learning to teach as ‘lots of
questions that keep cropping up’ and there was a sense that the CARE
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project had added further questions. Arya noted that further team-building
for the PLC might have helped build a greater sense of support, as well as
possibly allowing more trainees to be involved. Being part of the PLC was
important in terms of her constructive critical engagement with the National
Curriculum and sense of agency over her teaching. She felt that a clearer
focus for the PLC meetings – e.g. mapping ideas around an artwork – would
have been beneficial.
Bella
Bella appreciated the opportunities for collaboration and sharing ideas, and
the increased contact with tutors and support offered for her teaching. She
commented on a conversation instigated by a peer after a PLC meeting
which was ‘motivationally supportive about keeping going through not
necessarily totally supportive schools and other pressures’. For her, the
CARE project was ‘the most stimulating and supportive part of the entire
PGCE’; she noted the balance between ‘intellectual input and social and
emotional support’. She benefitted from the ‘safety’ of the PLC as a forum
where values and beliefs were met with open-mindedness and tolerance,
whilst facilitating healthy academic enquiry. Bella noted how the project had
stimulated her enquiry into the possibility of radical change in the education
system, prompting wider reading about alternative models, and valuing the
opportunity to ‘review my own position’.
Juliette
Juliette benefitted from seeing ‘how other people’s minds [were] working and
how their personal interests linked in’. This also created pressure, as she
wanted – ‘to give as well so it’s not just taking’. She needed more time to
reflect on others’ contributions to ‘find something that I would then… link to
go back, provide that for other people’; she wanted more of a ‘conversation’
than a ‘drop in’ where she benefited from others rather than sharing
reciprocally. She commented that others were ‘able to organize themselves
differently’, perhaps contributing to a self-critical engagement with the PLC,
where she saw herself as a less capable member. She observed a contrast
between the personal and the collective aspects, noting that everyone’s
journey through the project and school placements was personal, but the
reassurance offered by the PLC engendered a sense of collective community.
Juliette summed up her engagement with the PLC by saying ‘I’ve asked for
what I’ve needed to get out of it’.
Monty
Monty described the PLC as ‘brilliant’ and ‘helpful’; he felt the project had
provided an aspect missing from the training course for ongoing interaction
and reflection alongside tutors. He was placed in the same school as
another trainee, so was able to benefit from a shared understanding of the
context – ‘we channelled our exploration in similar directions’, based on. He
described the PLC as facilitating ‘fascination and curiosity’ as well as ‘space’
and being ‘a world away from what I’m doing’, reflecting a perception of
difference between the project aims and the ethos of his placement school.
The project had ‘reaffirmed’ his values and beliefs, cited as his reason
for entering education, in contrast to his sense of being ‘resigned to the
expectations in schools’. Monty would have liked more opportunities to share
participants’ individual skills. He expressed some reservations about ‘being
data’ as part of the project, commenting on the paperwork; his suggestion to
counteract this was to share the project aims more widely.
Mud
Mud found the PLC useful as a source of teaching ideas from peers and
tutors. She referred to the ‘detrimental’ context of her placement, where the
‘head teacher wasn’t interested in it’ and how a sense that teachers were
not on board with the project had impacted her experience of participating.
She mentioned how the PLC had been useful for reminding her of the taught
content of the course, mentioning eco literacy in particular. Mud referred to
the ‘positive energy’ of the PLC and expressed a wish that it would continue,
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as it has ‘supported me to know that I could keep going’. Like the other
trainees, she described issues with having enough time to engage fully with
the PLC and teaching materials.
Themes
PLC definitions
Monty drew comparisons to informal networks of freelancers - ‘a group
of people that have common interests that are able to share and feel
comfortable [to] explain their ideas… being able to share and support
each other through your ideas and findings’. Arya defined the PLC as
‘professionals involved in learning something different, usually around a
particular focus…trying to upskill yourselves and share knowledge, practice,
experience and be able to discuss that and reflect on it’. Bella felt that
teaching was a more ‘collaborative’ profession than law, in which she had
previously worked. None of the participants had previously been part of a
PLC.
PLC benefits
The opportunity to share ideas and the support and affirmation offered by
the PLC were commented on by all participants. They benefitted from the
shared community with trainees who they did not otherwise have contact
with. Juliette noted that the PLC had facilitated her being able to ‘talk
openly about the situation’, suggesting that it provided a safe forum to share
personal experiences and feel supported, a view corroborated by others.
All the participants appreciated the opportunity to have close contact with
and support from tutors. Juliette noted how dialogue with one tutor about
the CARE project had enabled her to further her understanding of ‘deeper
learning’ in other contexts. Monty commented that it was a ‘rare opportunity
to have very close mentorship or support’ from tutors.
Arya commented that the PLC facilitated new thinking and fresh directions
‘that I didn’t think would be possible before’. For her, the PLC had provided
a valuable bridge between theory and practice, facilitating dialogue between
the taught and in-school parts of the training course; again this view was
echoed by others. Bella enjoyed the opportunity to learn from others ‘working
much more closely on something allied to what you’re trying to do’. Monty
noted that the PLC facilitated thinking beyond just planning for ‘learning
outcomes’ and the opportunity to ‘say what interests me and what are
the needs of the children I’m working with’; this sense of a ‘safe space’ in
contrast to the sometimes hostile and isolating placement environment was
echoed by others.
‘Shared success’
This was a tricky concept for the trainees to unpick. They valued being able
to share successes and failures, and felt that celebrating successes was an
important part of the PLC. Arya described the potential for shared success –
‘if we’re all working together to refine ideas and to see what works and what
your practices feed into the next person’s practice. And there’s that kind of
domino effect’.
Creativity
Responses were revealing in terms of trainees’ understandings of creativity.
Juliette commented ‘I’m thinking have we all made something together?
Have we all? But being creative doesn’t have to be physical. It can be just
having conversations so therefore it’s facilitated us… to have these creative
conversations’. Arya felt that collective creativity in the classroom had been
facilitated by ‘inspiring to be a bit more experimental’, revealing that she felt
creativity entailed trying something new; her subsequent comments reflected
that she prioritised process over product – ‘not just about something we
can stick in a book’. Bella noted that creativity might be connected to ways
in which individual ideas were passed around and shared. Mud felt that
the creativity was more individual than collective, and suggested a ‘project
together with groups of students’ at the university to promote a more shared
sense of creative work, which would support trainees to experiment with
creativity in school having had the experience at university.
-31-

Values and beliefs
Participants valued the opportunity to be part of a community where
they could share and affirm their values; the significance of their personal
philosophy of education noted in IO4 was clear, with the project allowing
them to ‘educate the pupils in something you feel really passionate about’
(Juliette) and to have a sense of ‘affirmation of identity as the things that
actually matter to me and the directions I actually want to take my teaching’
(Arya), whilst being supported and affirmed by a community of peers and
tutors who shared those values. This provided a contrast and antidote to the
school environments which some trainees experienced as conflicting with
their personal values and beliefs about education. Bella felt that the PLC
had enabled her to ‘reassess what I value in education and the weight I put
on different parts of education’. Monty described the PLC as having ‘made
space for the possibility’.
Remote communication
Participants were universal in stating that they would have preferred faceto-face contact, with many citing the multiple platforms with which they had
recently had to engage as problematic. Some stated that they had used
WhatsApp as a mode of communicating and others that they would prefer
this, or email, to TEAMS chat. Arya stated that ‘you feel like you’re in a
vacuum and you don’t want to be the first person to shout. But that vacuum
never seemed to go away’.
Time
All of the participants commented time pressures, noting that they did not
always have time to attend PLC meetings or contribute to the TEAMS chat;
they also commented on external pressures linked to training requirements.
Some noted that this was due to the specific pressures linked to their training
programme and timetabling.
Selection of artworks
The Rebecca Chesney work ‘I’m Blue, You’re Yellow’ was a popular choice;
participants considered that it represented the separation between the PLC
community and the wider context of their placement and education more
broadly – ‘the buildings in the background… that’s where all the chaos is and
you’re standing away from it… kind of like in a safer community from being at
a distance’ (Juliette). Arya commented that the city represented ‘the hostility
of maybe brining those ideas into…business as usual, following the normal
route of how we educate our children in primary schools’. Bella also chose
Banksy’s ‘Pier Pressure’, reflecting on how a ‘child really sets their mind
free and they go into a different world’ when on a ride, and that the project
had ‘enabled us all to do that to some degree’. Mud chose the Pete Ward
work, ’72 Holes’ describing the people involved as the ‘holes cut out’ and
comparing this to her experience of feeling ‘a little bit trapped’ in her school
and how ‘if we could escape a little bit, then that might help’.
Sharing the project more widely
Several participants commented on how they would have liked to involve
more people in the project (fellow trainees or teachers within placement
schools). Suggestions for how to do this included holding an exhibition of
artworks produced during the project, having ‘ambassadors’ for the project,
and holding a collaborative creative event on campus with fellow students.
Future life of the PLC
Participants expressed positive views about the potential of the PLC
to support them in their future teaching careers. Bella suggested that
collaborating around other national events to explore goals might be
beneficial. Mud expressed a wish to ‘keep connecting with people’, hoping
that would be easier outside the context of training during a pandemic.

Summary of the findings, based on both questionnaire
and interview data.
Opportunities:
- Feeling supported and affirmed by like-minded people, with shared beliefs
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and values; regular communication enhanced this sense of community, and
brought trainees into contact with people they had not previously interacted
with.
- Contact with tutors in a less hierarchical space, benefitting from their
expertise and guidance
- Sharing ideas and moving thinking in different directions
- Space to connect with, develop and nurture profoundly held personal
philosophies regarding the purposes of education
- Bridging theory and practice, linking university-based learning with
experiences on placement and continuing the dialogue between different
concepts
- Celebrating each other’s successes and providing support for perceived
failures.
- Emotional support was notably improved between the questionnaire and
interview stages of the research.
Challenges:
- Remote communication presented the greatest challenge, with all
participants commenting on the complications presented by engaging with
multiple platforms – WhatsApp or email were cited as preferred means of
communicating. All the participants would have preferred to be able to meet
in person.
- Participants described a sense of ‘hostility’ in placement environments –
whilst the PLC provided an antidote to this, it is nonetheless worrying that
they felt so unsupported in conducting ESD and Art teaching, and
represents wider concerns and conflicts within the education community
- All participants commented on the lack of time they had to engage with
the project, which in some cases led to a feeling of incompetence or
not contributing fairly to the PLC. Although engagement clearly increased
between the questionnaire and interview phase, participants still perceived
time as a barrier to contributing.

Final researcher reflection and moving forwards
It is evident that the trainees participating in this project from beginning to
end benefitted hugely from taking part; it is a shame that fewer trainees
from the original cohort were able to sustain their participation through to
the final stages, given the obvious support and affirmation provided by PLC
membership and ongoing interaction with a diverse peer community and
with tutors. It is heartening to hear how the PLC provided a space for them
to connect with why they wished to become teachers in the first place, as
well as a context and inspiration for reflection on their future in education.
Although this part of the research does not include specific observations
regarding pupil learning, the Intellectual Output 4 report affirms that pupils
benefitted enormously from the inspiration and commitment of the trainee
teachers. As mentioned above, it is unfortunate that trainees experienced a
perceived lack of support for their project engagement on placement. The
remote communication aspect of the PLC was clearly exacerbated by the
pandemic and it could be assumed that in future PLC development this
aspect might be alleviated somewhat; trainees were accessing all of their
training remotely and were evidently saturated with the ‘vacuum’ of online
platforms. Trainees’ suggestions for improvements to the PLC provide
some good ideas for future development, particularly in terms of involving
more trainees and teachers through sharing good practice in the form of
exhibitions or collaborative creative projects, as well as the suggestion for
‘ambassadors’ for CARE or ESD/Arts education more broadly.
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CHAPTER 5:

Summary of the Partners’ Reports
AUTHOR: Emese Hall
This chapter summarises the findings from all partners’ reports of the
implementation of the Professional Learning Communities (PLCs), providing
some reflection and suggestions for the future.

How the PLCs were created and maintained
The PLCs were initially established with similar numbers of participants in
most of the partner countries: Malta (25) Cyprus (24) England (24) - with
the exception of Greece (47). All the participants in Malta and Cyprus
were fully qualified teachers, in Greece 6 of the 47 were trainee teachers,
in England all 24 were trainee teachers. All partners used online forms of
communication to facilitate the PLCs, citing the pandemic as a driver of
this practice. It is notable that innovative practice involved inviting nonparticipants to join in online PLC activities/ communications – for example,
Malta developed a successful public Facebook group and Greece set up a
‘CAREfull educational interactive platform’, inviting other teachers, artists and
cultural partners to join. Cyprus and England noted how smaller sub-groups
- ‘mini-PLCs’ - were created to encourage closer collaboration during the IO3
phase. Cyprus noted how communication successfully continued via these
smaller groups into the Intellectual Output 4 phase – the same could not be
said of England. Generally, it is perhaps not surprising that communication
increased in regularity during the IO4 phase, when the mostly smaller number
of participants involved in this phase - Malta (5) England (6) Cyprus (14)
Greece (38) - especially appreciated both practical and emotional support for
delivering their art units in schools.

Findings from the questionnaires
Partners chose to adapt the questionnaire slightly, according to their
preferences, so a direct comparison is not fully possible. However, the
questionnaire findings (originally reported in tandem with the Intellectual
Output 3 findings, during the spring) showed some commonalities
amongst the partners. For example, in terms of some positive aspects
of the PLCs, respondents generally noted their enjoyment of being a PLC
member, increased confidence as a teacher, and recognition of shared
values. However, whilst it seemed that participants in Cyprus, Malta and
England found collaboration with others in the PLC to be generally difficult,
the case was very different in Greece, where only one in 10 respondents
found collaboration to be problematic. This could possibly be explained
by the larger Greek PLC perhaps better fostering a sense of communal
empowerment. Participants in Cyprus and England considered themselves
to be less active PLC members compared to the self-reporting of participants
in Malta and Greece. It is notable that questionnaire response rates varied: in
Malta and England fewer than half of the PLC participants responded, but in
Cyprus and Greece this was nearly 100%.

Findings from the interviews
Interviews took place in the summer, towards the end of the Intellectual
Output 4 period. England interviewed five participants – as did Cyprus and
Malta. Greece interviewed seven participants and also later conducted a
1-hour group discussion with 18 participants, as a form of follow-up in the
autumn. All interviews were semi-structured and conducted online. Malta
and England reported the findings from individuals, before discussing
similarities and differences. Greece and Cyprus took a more thematic
approach to their reporting. The interview findings offer rich insights into
the individual PLC participants’ knowledge, experiences, and beliefs, as well
as ideas for the future. Photo elicitation was employed by both Malta and
England and Malta’s reporting of this is especially insightful.
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Each partner’s report highlights key findings regarding the opportunities and
challenges that the project’s PCLs present; what social and physical factors
foster or hinder communication, positive relationships, teacher confidence
and competencies and perceptions of success.
The majority of participants interviewed had not encountered the term
‘Professional Learning Community’ before, although all shared personal
definitions that matched the aims of the research, which demonstrates the
positive impact of the training programmes

Summary of the findings, based on both questionnaire
and interview data.
In this section, the findings from all partners are considered in light of Hord’s
(1997) defined attributes of successful PLCs:
Supportive and Shared Leadership
Participants recognised the value of the support and expertise offered by
tutors via the training programmes and also via PLC communications. The
general ethos of all countries’ PLCs was one of shared endeavour and
aspiration of flattened hierarchy – i.e., recognising we are all learners. It
is notable that Greek teachers used the PLC as an opportunity to involve
other colleagues in school in training opportunities, demonstrating clear
leadership, and welcoming input from experienced and less experiences
colleagues alike. This finding is in contrast to the feedback from trainee
teachers in England, who commonly felt a lack of support from colleagues/
leadership in their placement schools – they also had less autonomy and
were frustrated by this. Some participants were working in the same school
and this presented additional opportunities for micro-PLC communication
and collaboration.
Collective Creativity
PLCs fostered collective creativity in various ways. The sharing of ideas to
develop the units of work to implement in schools (Intellectual Output 4) was
welcomed by those who were afforded these opportunities during Intellectual
Output 3. Cyprus, Malta and Greece followed this approach – England did
not. Problem solving and risk taking were encouraged through the project
and participants mentioned how they appreciated others’ feedback on their
plans and the outcomes of their teaching. Others were welcomed into the
project in various ways within the different countries: artists and cultural
partners, and other teachers. Some activities were dependent on some
form of partnership, whilst others operated more independently. It was
generally recognised that a larger PLC was a stronger and more productive
PLC. Again, the Greek approach, which built the largest PLC, is noted as
being particularly productive and with a strong sense of sustainability into the
future.
Shared Values and Vision
This aspect of the PLCs was, without doubt, one of the strongest perceived
benefits of being a PLC member and part of the CARE research programme.
All participants were volunteers and self-motivated in their commitment to
the training programme and the implementation of art units in schools. A
genuine interest in the aims of Project CARE brought all of the participants
together. It is notable that a sense of shared purpose was a great help when
participants were met with barriers to their intentions - they were able to
derive fortitude from this, which helped them to identify/ negotiate solutions.
The strong sense of shared values and visions almost certainly contributed
to the emotional support offered by the PLCs. It also appears evident that
participants’ interest in VAE and ESD was equally important – and everyone
was interested in the synergy between these.
Supportive Conditions
Physical Conditions
All countries provided the best physical conditions possible to create and
maintain the PLCs. For example, participants’ availability was carefully
-36-

considered in planning activities/ communications so as to make effective
use of precious time. There were varied perspectives on the impact of the
Covid-19 pandemic, with both disadvantages and advantages mentioned.
Participants recognised that the PLCs might have operated differently under
normal circumstances, and some said that they would have preferred more
in-person meetings and interaction. However, the virtual communities that
were created provided a fruitful space to record activities and questions – as
well as involving people from further afield, who might otherwise have not
been able to participate in the PLCs. For example, Malta’s Facebook group
and Greece’s CAREfull digital platform are good examples of successful
approaches that worked within those geographical contexts. It must be
noted that some participants, especially those in Cyprus and England, stated
a dislike for the project’s online environments as they lacked familiarity with
how to use them.
People Capacities
Similar to the consideration of shared values and vision, PLC participants
were all willing learners who enjoyed the prospect of the CARE training
programme and the opportunity to research their practice and discuss
new knowledge, ideas and questions with others. The shrinking in size of
the PLCs from the Intellectual Output 3 phase to the Intellectual Output 4
phase amongst all partners, but Greece to a lesser extent, was accounted
for by various factors. It is notable that in the Greek report, the frequency of
comments from participants in regard to the impact of their teaching on their
pupils was notable. Perhaps the larger PLC supported deeper reflection,
alongside the use of visual diaries – which were less popular in the other
countries. Interestingly, Cyprus considered the formation of mini-PLCs,
noting that there are advantages and disadvantages to both self-selected and
pre-determined groupings.
Shared Personal Practice
The PLCs’ opportunities to share ideas, experiences, and questions
were greatly welcomed by the participants and gave them a sense of
empowerment – tying into the sense of shared values and vision. It is notable
that participants who identified as generalist teachers valued the chance to
learn from those with VAE expertise and this enhanced their confidence in the
classroom. Similarly, it is encouraging that the practice of less experienced
teachers was regarded in an equally positive light as the sharing of practice
from more experienced teachers. The supportive and encouraging ethos of
the PLCs was generally regarded as a ‘safe space’. It appeared everyone
welcomed feedback in order to improve their practice, alongside positive
reinforcement and praise. Frequency of sharing personal practice varied,
however, and was guided in different ways by the PLCs structures in the
different countries.

Final researcher reflection and moving forwards.
Despite challenges, not least the restrictions presented by the Covid-19
pandemic, all partners were able to create and maintain successful PLCs.
These PLCs took many different forms, and none were without faults, but
they were all universally appreciated by the CARE participants. The teachers
gained a strong sense of purpose from being a PLC member; they felt
supported and motivated and liked that they could choose to draw on the
PLCs resources/ features as best suited them. Many good suggestions
were made by the teachers to shape the PLCs into the future - these ideas
mostly involved expanding the reach and visibility of the PLCs and this
was even noted by the Greek teachers, who were already part of a large
PLC. On the negative side, the possibilities of inter-country communication
and collaboration were not fully explored/ exploited and participants noted
that they would welcome the development of inter-country relationships.
Although an attempt to bring the different partners together via the Saturday
workshops was made, the timing was not perfect. (Regardless of how much
teachers enjoy learning the summer holidays are sacred!) Moving forwards,
it seems that a PLC that combines both online and face-to-face interaction
would accommodate different participants and offer a varied range of
possibilities for communication and collaboration. It is hoped that we can
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build on these recommendations.
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CHAPTER 6:

Conclusions
AUTHORS: Ernst Wagner and Nathalie Brink
This chapter aims to help better understand the lessons learned about the
PLCs in the CARE project and to monitor the developments more closely.
‘‘O5 Professional learning communities (PLCs). Effective educational progress
into the educational system depends not only on individual teachers, but
also on their collective capacity. The training will offer opportunities to
develop PLCs. [...] O5 reports the results on the effectiveness of the project
to promote the culture of collaboration & to empower teachers to overcome
barriers and focus on their pupils’ learning.’’ (Annex II-CARE proposal p. 56)
The CARE application specifies (p.75):
“Qualitative and quantitative indicators for progress, quality and achievement:
Program Achievement will be identified at four levels: (1) The efficiency
of the Consortium; (2) The relevance and practical use of its products by
governmental organizations, academic institutions, teachers and other
stakeholders; (3) The impact it brings for the participants and the educational
systems of the consortium countries; (4) The program’s sustainability after its
completion.”
Of relevance in this case are points (1), (2) and (4). In terms of output, we
focus on the evaluation of the reports of the respective countries (O5_A2
Reporting).
”O5_A2 Understanding of the strengths and possible weaknesses of the
development of these communities through reporting on the results.“ (Annex
II CARE proposal p. 82)

Deliverables
Qualitative and quantitative indicators for progress,
quality and achievement
Ad (1): The efficiency of the consortium
“The first level of evaluating the program’s achievement is through examining
the efficiency of the consortium in terms of organization, timely and high
quality production of suitable resources, amount of produced resources and
new knowledge produced.” (Annex II-CARE proposal p.75)
The reports of all partners provide an insightful view into the implementation
and realisation of the respective PLCs. The respective work processes are
shown and reflected, and the tools and methods used were examined for
their efficiency. We emphasise that the summary of the final reports by the
University of Exeter results in an informative report, which is referred to in the
following.
With regard to the process qualities to be observed (communication,
control, cooperation, division of labour), we were able to determine that
the consortium and the leading partner (University of Exeter) worked highly
efficiently. All partners presented the newly acquired knowledge in their
comprehensive reports in a suitable and timely manner.
Ad (2): Relevance and practical use
”This is connected to the third pillar of the QAP (reflect and learn from what
has been done and assess the outputs, outcomes, effectiveness and impacts
and promote future actions).” (Annex II-CARE proposal p. 76)
Overall, it can be said that the PLCs have been successfully adapted to
the needs and circumstances in each country and have been constantly
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optimised. For example, Cyprus and England have created mini-PLCs to
enable closer cooperation in the Intellectual Output 3 phase. Malta and
Greece, on the other hand, use external platforms (like Facebook or CAREfull)
for exchange among participants. In the partners’ reports, the strengths
and weaknesses are clearly identified with the help of the results from the
questionnaires and interviews. This creates an opportunity to benefit from
these experiences in future projects.
”Each partner’s report highlights key findings regarding the opportunities and
challenges that the project’s PCLs present; what social and physical factors
foster or hinder communication, positive relationships, teacher confidence
and competencies and perceptions of success.” (Final report- IO5: Report on
all Partners’ Findings p. 2)
For the practical use of the reports, special reference can be made to the
summary by the partner at the University of Exeter, which considers and
summarises the results in terms of defined characteristics of a successful
PLC and thus makes them useful for further use: 1) Supportive and
Shared Leadership, 2) Collective Creativity, 3) Shared Values and Vision, 4)
Supportive Conditions (Physical Conditions, People Capacities) 5) Shared
Personal Practice (Final report IO5: Report on all Partners’ Findings p. 4-5).
Ad (4): Sustainability after its completion
”The Program’s sustainability is ensured due to the engagement in the
consortium of organizations that will use the end products of the research,
such as the partners and associate partners themselves, that is the
universities, the educational authorities and teachers’ associations.” (Annex
II-CARE proposal p. 76)
A continuation of the PLCs seems to be a promising way to allow the
participants of the CARE project to network in the long term. Again and
again, the participants expressed the wish to expand the community, even
across countries. A continuation of the PLCs beyond the CARE project
therefore seems conceivable and promising.
General thoughts / Summary
Through the reports, it could be clearly worked out that it is a great strength
of the PLCs to be able to adapt to the needs of the participants in their local
context. This made it possible to meet the different requirements in each
country with individual tailored solutions. Suggestions made by ERC InSEA
in the earlier feedback to the Intellectual Output 3 phase could be partially
implemented:
”When creating the PLCs, attention should be paid to ease their use.
They could provide a joint pool of resources such as teaching materials,
information on the Big Ideas and examples from artists. New innovative
opportunities for exchange among the participants should be developed in
order to encourage engagement in the PLC. [...] All agreed that the basis
for a PLC has been created and by this the opportunity to share resources
and maintain cooperation among participants.” (Overview, feedback and
recommendations regarding the country reports IO3. p. 10 -11)
In handling the PLCs participants from England and Cyprus in particular
had difficulties using the online environment. In addition, apart from Greece
with the CAREfull platform, all partners faced some problems to develop
innovative ways for participants to exchange. However, the overall positive
feedback from the participants, who saw themselves as part of a larger
community through the PLCs and who were able to draw great benefits from
it (e.g., feedback from other colleagues, ideas for teaching units, exchange in
case of problems, etc.) can be seen as a success.
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Appendix
i) Research Tools
Protocols of questionnaire and short semi-structured
interview schedules
AUTHOR: Emese Hall
What is meant by PLC in the context of CARE?
Within the umbrella of the main CARE project PLC, there are likely to be
many PLCs of differing sizes, including very small PLs where perhaps two or
three teachers collaborate closely within an individual school.
Research aims:
To investigate the opportunities and challenges that the project’s PLCs
present and what social and physical factors foster or hinder communication,
positive relationships, teacher confidence and competencies and perceptions
of success.
Timetable for data collection:
up to 31 March 2021 (to coincide with IO3) - questionnaire (to be included
within IO3 questionnaire)
31 March-31 July 2021 (to coincide with IO4) - individual interviews
Target responses per country TOTAL for IO5: 15 teachers (questionnaires)
and 5 teachers (interviews)

Case Studies of Professional Learning Communities:
Questionniare
To be included within IO3 questionnaire…
Please state your level of agreement with the statements below:
(Strongly Disagree--Disagree—Neutral—Agree--Strongly Agree)
SD
1

I enjoy being part of of my CARE PLC

2

My CARE PLC colleagues share my values

3

Being in a CARE PLC boosts my confidence as a teacher

4

My CARE PLC offers me some emotional support

5

I have been able to share my interests

6

Collaborating with others in my PLC is difficult

7

There were a variety of ways to interact with my CARE PLC

8

Others in my PLC listen to my contributions

9

I have been learning from other people in my CARE PLC

10

I consider myself an active member of my CARE PLC

11

My CARE PLC colleagues are not as committed as me

D

12. What would you identify as the main opportunities of the CARE
PLC/s? Please comment…
13. What would you identify as the main challenges of the CARE PLC/s?
Please comment…
14. Any other comments?
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A

SA

Case Studies of Professional Learning Communities:
Semi-structured interview schedule
For individual interview:
Participants can also share reflective journal contents to illustrate (if
applicable)
1.‘Professional Learning Community’ – definition/ understanding…
e.g., How would you define a Professional Learning Community?
Had you encountered the term ‘PLC’ before – or was it a new concept to
you?
To what extent do you feel the PLC is a useful feature of the CARE
programme?
2.Usefulness of the CARE PLC/s…
e.g., What benefits do you think the CARE PLC/s has provided?
Has it been as helpful as you thought it might be? (Did you have an initial
idea of how it might function?)
Is there anything that has been unhelpful?
3.Peer support …
e.g., Can you give an example of how the CARE PLC/s has offered peer
support?
Has the CARE PLC helped you find answers to your questions/ inspiration?
Do you feel you have offered peer support to others?
Has the PLC offered more intellectual support or more social/ emotional
support?
4.Shared successes …
e.g., To what extent do you think ‘shared success’ should be an aim of a
PLC?
Can you give an example of a shared success as a result of CARE PLC
collaboration?
(If you have an example, what do you think led to this shared success?)
5.Frustrations/ tensions?
e.g., Have you encountered any frustrations with the CARE PLC/s? If so,
what do you think caused these? Could they have been resolved? (Or
have they already?)
6.Collective creativity…
e.g., Has the CARE PLC facilitated ‘collective creativity’ in any way? If so,
can you give an example…? (If you have an example, what do factors do
you think were needed for this collective creativity?)
7.Values and beliefs…
e.g., Have you been able to express your values and beliefs with the CARE
PLC/s?
Has being part of the CARE PLC made you think more about your values
and beliefs than you might have done otherwise?
Do you feel your values and beliefs align to those of other participants? If
not, do you think this matters?
8.Communication: in-person vs. online…
e.g., What methods of communication have you been using in the CARE
PLC? Have these been effective? Do you have a preference for how to
communicate with other PLC members? How important is communication
in the PLC?
(photo elicitation activity here)
9.Suggestions for improvement/ the future…
e.g., Do you have any suggestions for making the CARE PLC/s better?
10.Anything else?
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Photo Elicitation
Interviewer to present a selection (3-5) of CARE artworks (e.g., shared via
Powerpoint slide)
Ask participant to consider which of these artworks best represents their
experiences of being part of the CARE PLC.
If they are unfamiliar with the artworks, that doesn’t matter, as they can
choose based on their initial (visual) impression from the images rather than a
knowledge of the artwork’s context and meaning.
Give them some time (e.g., 5 mins) to make a few notes, should they wish…
Ask them to talk about the connection between their experiences and
learning within the CARE PLC and the artwork…is there some symbolism
there, metaphors?
Offer them the opportunity to comment on the other artworks, should they
wish…

ii)Creating Professional (Online) Learning
Communities in CARE: A Short A to Z.
Based on a range of research-evidence, here are some useful pointers to
which you can refer in building your training programme and establishing and
maintaining successful Professional Learning Communities.
A.Consider principles of adult learning: beliefs and practices need to be
		sensitively explored, with tensions recognised and addressed so that
		positive changes can happen
		E.g., Topics may need to be revisited several times in order to allow time
		for participants to fully reflect on their ideas and behaviours – they may
		prefer to do this individually or in peer discussions
B.Where/ when possible, aim to take a blended approach to fully engage all
		participants
		E.g., Consider how best to extend the professional learning communities
		into school environments where participants can meet in person…
C.Maximise opportunities for collaborative learning
E.g., Dividing participants into study groups can give them a designated
		group of peers with whom to work and build relationships – you may like to
		suggest some ‘getting to know you’ ice-breaker activities they could
		choose to complete together…
D.Professional development as building on prior knowledge, understanding
		and skills
		E.g., Ask participants to self-evaluate their knowledge and confidence in
		the topics that will be covered in the programme – this can act as a
		baseline from which to measure new learning…
E.Promoting exploratory talk, where ideas and opinions can be discussed
		and interrogated in a supportive environment
		E.g. Scaffold discussions with clear prompt questions to guide participants
		and help them to challenge their own and others’ thinking via a
		constructively critical process…
F. Plan for flexibility so that participants can adapt programme content to
		their particular school/ classroom context
		E.g., Encourage participants to share their perceptions of opportunities and
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		challenges in their individual professional context and find ways to support
		a negotiation between these…
G.Agree clear ground rules for online interaction in terms of length and
		number of contributions, respect for others etc.
E.g., Create or find a list of ground rules that you would like participants
		to follow, display these clearly and ensure that everyone agrees to adhere
		to these…
H.In assessing the success of the Professional Learning Community, bear
		in mind the Hawthorne Effect (where participants report positively on the
		programme just because it is something new)
E.g., Ensure that participants’ reported perceptions of the programme are
		illustrated by specific personal examples of new learning and change…
I.Make learning content as interactive as possible
E.g. Include opportunities for participants to comment and ask questions,
as applicable; perhaps include some polls, quizzes and games and – time
permitting - creative, artistic responses…
J.Professional judgments by teacher peers should be avoided in relation to
		the observation of participants’ classroom practice – rather non-evaluative
		comments can be usefully recorded for discussion
E.g., Consider providing a proforma for participants to use when observing
		each other’s CARE lessons in the classroom…
K.Knowledge of practice should be promoted in the community, as opposed
		to knowledge for practice
		E.g., Aim to emphasise that participants’ schools and classrooms are
		authentic sites for inquiry and their acknowledgement of this is as
		important as knowing about published theories and research studies…
L.Viewing everyone as a learner – students and tutors alike – making this
		learning visible through text, images etc.
		E.g., Integrate regular opportunities for participants to note, either privately
		(in reflective journal) or publicly (in online discussion), what new learning
		they have gained from the taught sessions and any related follow-on
		activities…
M.Ensure that learning activities are manageable to motivate participants
		E.g., Signal clearly whether an activity is essential or desirable and the
		expected deadline – also give an indication of time needed for completion
		and, for written activities, consider setting a suggested word limit…
N.It is NOT a given that the Professional Learning Community exists as you
		might hope it to; bringing people together is not enough in itself
		E.g., Aim to build in continual, shared reflection and feedback, so that all
		participants have a sense of involvement and moving forwards, of learning
		together and shaping positive change…
O.Improving student outcomes should be a key focus of the professional
		learning activities
E.g., Ensure that theory, research, and policy are connected to classroom
		practice so that it has real-world, practical relevance to the participant
		teachers…
P. Providing frequent opportunities to offer positive ideas and feedback to
		each other, encouraging engagement and a recognising achievement and
-44-

		progress.
		E.g., Use systems where participants can give positive feedback that
		contains specific details, rather than just clicking a ‘like’ button…
Q.Consistently emphasise quality over quantity
		E.g., Participants might start the programme with overly ambitious aims for
		their practice and might therefore feel a sense of disappointment in not
		being able to achieve these – reassure them that every small positive
		change is a step in the right direction…
R.Consider including some small rituals in your programme, which may help
		to create a sense of (non-religious) spirituality
		E.g., Begin each session with an inspirational quote that everyone has two
		minutes to read and reflect upon…
S.Shared commitment and passion are essential for all the community
		E.g., Suggest that participants explain their personal motivation for joining
		the programme – how it connects to their previous learning and experience
		and what they hope to gain…
T. Peer tutoring – including activities where participants can teach each
		other, sharing their knowledge and interests
		E.g., Gather a summary of each participants’ areas of strength/ expertise
		and think of how participants could tutor others, as applicable…
U.Understand that every participant will have a different starting point
		E.g., Avoid making assumptions about participants in terms of their
		personal experiences, knowledge, skills and understanding. Aim to treat
		each participant as an individual with their own needs and interests…
V. Visual identity: ensuring everyone has an online visual presence, which
		could be a photograph or an avatar – this helps to aid communication,
		especially in larger groups
		E.g., Toward the start of the training, ask participants to make or choose
		an avatar and explain to others how this represents their personality and
		interests…
W.Ensuring that matters of participant wellbeing are given due attention
E.g., Ensure that there is strong focus on positive actions and sharing of
		good practice; help participants looks for ways to develop their confidence,
		autonomy and relationships - also let them know how and where to ask for
		help when they think they need it…
X.Clarify that the programme is not about finding a ‘quick fix’!
		E.g., Help participants to see their involvement in the project as a step on
		an exciting journey to making a difference in their schools, which may
		involve taking some ‘wrong turns’ along the way…
Y.You (as a researcher) have a vital role to play in working with participants to
		help formally document their professional learning and the impact of this
		with their students
		E.g., Emphasize the value of the research that will be investigating the
		outcomes of the project; explain that CARE is taking an action research
		approach that will evolve over time and will be shaped by teacher		researcher collaboration…
Z.Where possible, connect with organiszations to enhance possibilities for
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		partnership working
E.g., Participants may have existing relationships with organizations, such
		as galleries or charities, that could be useful in achieving the project’s aims
		and objectives – encourage them to share these contacts with others, as
		applicable…
Dr Emese Hall, University of Exeter, November 2020
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