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Abstract

Purpose – The purpose of this study is to assess teachers’ and principals’ perception towards the role of
collective learning (CL) and application in building professional learning communities (PLCs) in schools in one
selected circuit in the Zambezi Region.
Design/methodology/approach – Quantitative research method was used, and the data were collected
using PLCs’ questionnaires revised for circuit and region in Namibia. A total of 340 teachers and principals in
primary, combined and secondary schools were involved in this research. Based on teachers and principals’
assessment, high- and low-performing factors of CL are presented and explained.
Findings – The major findings are that the majority of participants either strongly agreed or agreed with
almost all the statements. It was only in the statement that “teachers and the broader community role players
come together to discuss better ways to solve problems” that a majority of participants disagreed. This
research challenges all those involved in building up PLCs to thinkmore about CLwhen they are in the process
of structuring their schools as PLCs.
Originality/value – This article is the original work of these authors and has not been submitted to other
journals for publication.

Keywords Professional learning communities, Collective learning and application, Zambezi region, Schools,

Namibia

Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
1.1 Background of the study
In viewing of challenges that teaching and learning face in the world of globalisation, there is
a need for schools to become more active in the supply of their services to learners by
maximising the strategies that will ensure that effective learning takes place (Tembwe, 2014).
Teachers today cannot manage the demanding expectations of daily teaching all by
themselves. With expected improvements in educational philosophy, classroom technology,
instructional approaches and curriculum restructuring in future, teachers will need to depend
more on team efforts in which they share their knowledge and skills with others to achieve
common goals (Coffey et al., 2015). School members at all the stages must be involved in a
process that collectively seek out new knowledge and methods of applying knowledge to
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their work, and working together as professional learning communities (PLCs) to reach their
educational goals and keep the high attainment scores while engaging in continuous inquiry
to address the various needs of students.

Much has been discussed about the development of PLCs to suggest that when working
effectively, the structure can have positive effects on learners’ success on academic progress.
However, little is understood about how effective PLCs are developed (Gray et al., 2017). An
increasing interest in PLCs has shown, and a number of studies made it clear, that these
learning communities of teachers and school managements focusing on collective job-related
reflection positively affect the professional functioning of teachers, development of the school
and learners’ outcomes.

Few studies have been conducted in component of collective learning (CL) and application.
The conditions for CL are extremely hypothetical and generally based on analogies to
individual learning and experience (Verbiest et al., 2005). CL empowers humans in another
way because individuals who share information can work together efficiently. It also
produces creative and appropriate solutions to problems, strengthening the connection
between the PLCs’ members and increasing their commitment to improvement efforts. CL
allows members to exchange ideas on school improvement issues, build new working
methods and is seen as a model in which members of the professional learning community
meet, share information and draw out strategies to ensure that not only teaching takes place,
but that learners that are educated benefit from the teaching process, achieving the required
competencies as specified in the different learning programmes.

The study seeks to investigate the role of CL and application in building PLCs in schools,
mainly focusing on principals’ and teachers’ perceptions in one of the identified circuit in
Zambezi Region. It is the first study to be conducted in the region and inNamibia on this scale.

1.2 Research question
The following research question guided this study.

RQ1. What are the perceptions of principals and teachers on the role of CL and
application in building PLCs in schools in a circuit in the Zambezi Region?

1.3 Significance of the study
This study has presented some of the significant aspects of the literature which support the
role of CL and application in building PLCs in schools. Principals, teachers and other
members of the professional learning community are the beneficiaries of this study as it will
help them to understand the role of CL and application in constructing PLCs in their schools.
Students are also the other beneficiaries, as the study will help them to improve their learning
by understanding the importance of collaborative learning, among others. On the other hand,
future researchers interested in research on the same problem can use this study to guide
them in conducting their research work. So, this study hopes to address the role of CL and
application in building PLCs in schools. Hence, it is important to understand this connection
between CL and PLCs in schools.

2. Literature review
2.1 What is a professional learning community?
The professional learning community’s model follows from an assumption that the main
business of formal schooling is not simply just to make sure that pupils are educated, but to
make sure that they learn. Tembwe’s (2014) study indicated that according to Harris and
Jones (2010), a professional learning community is a group of associated and engaged
professionals who are accountable for driving change and improvement within, between and
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across schools that will directly benefit learners. PLCs are defined as inclusive institutions
that continuously question the status quo for better means to improve their institutions
(Nkengbeza, 2014). In such schools, all stakeholders (teachers, parents, administrators,
students, government and the community) work together for the overall development of the
school. A professional learning community has major core components (shared and
supportive leadership, CL and application, shared values and vision, shared personal practice
and supportive conditions), but this study has focused only on one core component of
professional learning community, which is CL and application.

2.2 Collective learning and application conceptual framework
This core component of PLCs has been discussed by many researchers like Hord (2003) and
Hunter (2013). According to Nkengbeza (2014), for CL to be successfully functional, there
should be good collaboration among the stakeholders. He further explained that CL is how the
principal and teachers come up with new thinking that creates or recognises ideas,
possibilities or alternatives in generating the results that they want. Teachers work in teams,
engaging in an ongoing cycle of questions that stimulate deep team learning.

Figure 1 represents six broad structures of CL and application.
2.2.1 Teachers collaboratively work together. Investigations by researchers like Nkengbeza

(2014) have revealed that learning communities help individuals at all levels of schools to
work collaboratively to solve problems and improve learning opportunities of learners.
Successful PLCs work together to find out and create new professional knowledge. The
concentration is not just on individual teachers’ learning but on professional learning within
the setting of a united group that focuses on collective knowledge and occurswith a context of
mutual trust and knowledge (Harris and Jones, 2010). Nkengbeza and Heystek (2017) stated
that collaborative learning has been facilitated in the 21st century with the overview of
different knowledge. Collaborative learning today has extended from within the schools’
teams to a network with other schools and teams, both national and international. Good
cooperation and trust among the stakeholders are essential for CL to take place (Nkengbeza
and Heystek, 2017). CL helps every school and its staff to better handle its problems and
concentrates on its vision and the school transformation process.

Learning together as a professional learning community must also be supplemented by
working together to apply what is learned. As cited in Ruebel’s (2011) study, Hord and
Sommers (2008) believe that accomplishment of the PLCs is not centred only on inquiry and
reflection but also on the discussions about that reflection. A professional learning
community that concentrates on growing the school’s capacities, innovation and creativity
promotes the production of new ideas within the school, while empowering and supporting
teachers in decision-making. CL includes cooperative brainstorming and thinking outside the
box. Smith’s (2014) study indicated that collaboration is founded in what Louis and Kruse
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(1995) call reflective dialogue, in which administrators and teachers take part in
conversations about students, teaching and learning that include identifying concerns
(Tracy, 2010).

2.2.2 The staff and other stakeholders work together. Educators need to be aware of the
benefits of the active participation of parents in schools’ PLCs. Parents and schools will
benefit from two-way information sharing and collaborative problem-solving. Parents will
feel more comfortable in meeting with school personnel when they have been actively
involved in school activities and events. It is important that the schools collaborate with the
community in a number of ways. Developing relationships with the broad spectrum of
community services and businesses is important to the schools. Both parties have a great deal
to gain by supporting and collaborating with one another. Research has shown that students
will be more successful in their schools when their parents are actively involved in their
education.

2.2.3 Teachers are involved in different meetings. Professional learning community teams
meet to set goals, articulate their results and discuss about future actions to be taken.
Teachers must have time to meet; this is essential beginning and keeping meaningful
education reform within a school. There must be a time whereby teachers and principal meet
and discuss new ideas and problems affecting their school. There should always be day-to-
day opportunities for discussions among teachers to share what they are doing within their
classes. When teachers are open to group sharing and reflection and taking the risks
necessary to change, they are more successful in their collaborative effort (Harris and
Jones, 2010).

2.2.4 Seeking and applying new knowledge. PLCs involve school staff at all levels in process
who collectively seek out for new knowledge and methods of applying that knowledge to
their work. Teachers and principal look for the best strategies and instructional practices to
involve their students in learning. Together, they seek for new knowledge and skills, and they
talk about the ideas as well as methods to apply them to their work.

2.2.5 Collegial relationship among teachers. Harris and Jones (2010) have explained that
trust among professionals is necessary for a school to become effective PLCs. According to
them, when teachers are exposed to group sharing, reflection and taking risks, they are more
successful in their collaborative efforts. A culture of information sharing requires
respondents to allow themselves to be vulnerable to each other. A lack of faith within a
collaborative team could interfere with the team’s ability to meet important goals. Trust
among all school respondents is “the heart” of a strong relationship that helps the children to
learn (Smith, 2014). Professionals that are working together and trust each other make
progressive decisions that help them to achieve a common goal. This collegial relationship
produces creative and satisfactory solutions to problems, strengthens the bond between
principals and teachers and increases commitment to improvement effort (SEDL, 2015).

2.2.6 Staff professional development. Staff professional development is needed for the
growth of a professional learning community. In order to build a learning community, leaders
must support team improvement. Principals must understand that teams need skills and
knowledge to participate in teams. The principal as a gatekeeper concept is reiterated within
this component of PLCs in the sense that any school change must be accepted, appreciated
and supported by the principal (Ruebel, 2011). As cited by Nkengbeza and Heystek (2017),
Banai and Reisel (2007) and Leithwood and Riehl (2003), they believed that leadership is
guiding others and is a process of influencing others, and they see supportive leadership
behaviour as a positive attitude. Joint leadership requires the principal to work with other
stakeholders as peers (Nkengbeza, 2014; Nkengbeza et al., 2015). When leaders support and
share their views with others, it can help them to learn from each other, and this will lead to a
well-constructed professional learning community.
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3. Methodology
3.1 Research design
A quantitative research design was used in this study. According to Hamunyela (2012),
quantitative research describes phenomena in numbers and measures instead of words. She
further explained that quantitative researchers look for more context-free generalisations, and
they aremuchmorewilling to focus on individual variables and factors rather than concentrating
on a holistic interpretation; typically, they separate facts and value. The different strategies in
quantitative according to Creswell (2012) include experimental, correlational and survey. In this
study, a quantitative research method was used because the researcher wants to understand the
perceptions of principals and teachers on the role of CL application in building PLCs in schools.

3.2 Research population
A population is the larger group with one or more characteristic in common from which a
sample is obtained (Gay et al., 2009). The targeted population for this studywere teachers and
principals of schools in a particular circuit in Zambezi Region. The population included 27
schools, 313 teachers and 27 principals.

3.3 Sampling procedures
Gay et al. (2009) have explained that a sample is a group of individuals, items or events that
represent the characteristics of the larger group from which the sample is drawn. The
samples included 25 schools (93%), and the total number of teachers and principals who
responded is 184, which is 54%.

3.4 Research instrument
Questionnaires were an appropriate and potential tool for this study. The questionnaire that
was developed by educational researchers was constructed using the core component of PLCs
(CL and application), as it is used by Nkengbeza and Heystek (2017). The questionnaire
consists of two sections: sectionA consisted of respondents’ personal information and schools’
details, and section B contained of 15 statements on CL and application. The four-point Likert
scale was employed in the questionnaire to survey principals’ and teachers’ perceptions on the
role of CL and application in building PLCs. The scale from 1 to 4 (scale: 1.5 strongly agree
[SA], 2. 5 agree [A], 3. 5 disagree [D] and 4. 5 strongly disagree [SD]) was used.

3.5 Validity and reliability for this study
According to Nkengbeza and Heystek’s (2017) research, validity is the degree of consistency
that your research process demonstrates, and research reliability is the quality of your data
gathering instrument. In this study, there is content validity. The questionnaires that were
used to collect data have been used by many researchers like Nkengbeza et al. (2015).

3.6 Data collection procedures
For this purpose, a formal letter requesting permission to researchers to administer the
questionnaires was given by the circuit inspector. The questionnaire was given to the circuit
inspector, who distributed it to schools. The data were collected in one circuit in Zambezi
Region. In all, 27 schools, 313 teachers and 27 principals were involved in the study.

3.7 Data analysis
Data analysis is a vehicle used to generate and validate interpretations, formulate inferences
and draw conclusions as stated by Scherman (2007, p. 147). The researchers, for easy
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understanding of the ordinary readers, presented their data in percentages, focusing mostly
on the statements that were rated high and also on those that were rated low by the
respondents.

3.8 Ethics statement
Because human respondents are involved in this study, ethical and legal considerations are a
concern. The researcher was granted permission to conduct the study by the Regional
Director of Education, and the circuit inspector was informed about the study. Each principal
received a letter, informing them that the researcher had been given permission by the
regional director of education and that the circuit inspector was aware of the study.
The researcher made sure that there was no harm to respondents because of the results, and
the consent letters were sent to all principals and teachers in schools. The identities of those
that were involved in this study will not be revealed, and the names of schools will be kept
anonymous. The researcher guaranteed the confidentiality of the information given.
Respondents were well informed about the study as explained by Gay et al. (2009). The
inspector and principals helped in delivering the questionnaires to the respective schools. All
respondents were informed that their contributions were voluntary with no reward of any
kind. The researchersmade it clear that the respondentswere free to contact the researchers if
there was any additional question that needed clarification and/or feedback. Among the
feedback received, most of the respondents indicated that they had completed the
questionnaire, and some requested that we could share the articles when they are
published. There was no complaining about any unfair distribution of the questionnaire.

4. Data presentation
4.1 Introduction
This section presents the findings of the study, and it is divided in two sections. Section A
consists of the personal information of the respondents. Section B presents findings of the
evaluation and assessments of the role of CL and application in building PLCs.

4.2 Personal information of the respondents
Section A consisted of personal information of the respondents. The section has four
components: gender, age group, positions of respondents in schools and school level.

Figure 2 represents the distribution of respondents into genders. Females were more
(53%) compared to males (47%).

Figure 3 presents the percentages of age groups for respondents. It can be seen from the
graph that most of the respondents are between 35 and 55 years (49%), followed by those
aged 35 (39%) and 55 (12%).

From Figure 4, it can be seen that 50% of the respondents are subject teachers (grades 4–
12), 38% are class teachers (grades 1–3), 4% are heads of department (HoD) and 8% are
principals (P) or acting principals (AP).

47%
53%

Male Female
Source(s): Authors

Figure 2.
Respondents’ gender
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Figure 5 shows the levels of the schools that took part in the study. It shows that 51% are
primary schools, 43% are combined schools and 6% are senior secondary schools.

4.3 Section B: respondents evaluations
Section B of the questionnaire contained the respondents’ evaluation. The assessment was
done using a four-point Linker scale as follows: 1 5 strongly agree (SA), 2 5 agree (A),
3 5 disagree (D) and strongly disagree (SD). There were 15 statements under CL and
application as the core component of PLCs.

Figure 6 represents the overall view of teachers’ and principals’ perception of their schools
as PLCs under the component of CL and application. Most of the respondents who strongly
agreed or agreed had a total of 81% - those who strongly agreed had 30% and those who
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agreed had 51%. A total of 18% disagreed (15%) and strongly disagreed (3%). This shows
that CL and application is strongly practised in PLCs of these schools.

Figure 7 represents the percentages of respondents that strongly agreed with the
statement (Teachers are committed to school improvement efforts) of CL and application. The
highest number of respondents who strongly agreed (43%) in this study were registered
under this statement: “Teachers are committed to school improvement efforts”. Respondents
who strongly agreed plus those who agreed (43% þ 52%) make up 95%.

Figure 8 shows the percentage of the respondents who agreed with this statement
(Teachers use different meetings to learn from each other). With 60% of the respondents
agreeing with this statement, it was the highest compared to other statements. However, a
combination of those who strongly agreed and those who agreed (23% þ 60%) made up
only 83%.

Figure 9 represents the highest percentage of the respondents who disagreed (D5 38%)
and strongly disagreed (SD 5 13%), with a total of 51%. Most the respondents disagreed
(38%) and strongly disagreed (13%) with this statement (Teachers and broader community
role players come together to discuss better ways to solve problems) on CL and application. On
the other hand, respondents who strongly agreed and those who agreed made up less than
50% (12% þ 37% 5 49%).
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5. Discussions
5.1 Introduction
The results presented in the study on the role of CL and application in building PLCs in
schools are discussed in this section.

5.2 Overall performance
This study has offered us an opportunity to understand how the teachers and principals from
schools in the selected circuit in the Zambezi Region asses their schools as PLCs under the
core component of CL and application. The role of CL and application in building PLCs was
assessed with 15 statements. The results clearly indicate that CL and application has an
effective role and is being practised in most schools in building PLCs. The overall responses
indicate that CL also plays a big role in building PLCs in schools. In all, 51% of the
respondents agreed on the statements of CL and application on their schools; 30% strongly
agreed with the statements, 15% disagreed and only 3% of the respondents
strongly disagreed. This study reveals that the majority of the respondents (81%) both
strongly agreed and agreed with the statements on role of CL (See Figure 6). Looking at
previous literature, this can be related to the study that was conducted by Nkengbeza et al.
(2015) in Finland, where CL was also assessed as a very strong component, with 55% of the
respondents agreeing on the sub-components on CL in their schools and 20% strongly
agreeing with the sub-components. Even though that study was done in Finnish schools, the
findings can also be related to the one presented in this study (Figure 6) conducted in
Namibian schools. According to the other study that was conducted by Nkengbeza and
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Heystek (2017) in South Africa, their findings on teachers’ and principals’ perception of their
schools as PLCs reveal that CL and application was one the components that had the highest
percentage of the respondents who strongly agreed that. The study shows only few teachers
and principals not considering CL in building PLCs.

5.3 Sub-components that performed well
There are also some of the sub-components of CL that did very well, whereby most
respondents strongly agreed and agreed with the statement. Most of the respondents have
positively assessed their schools when it comes to this statement: “Teachers are committed to
assess school improvement efforts”. This is indicated by Figure 7, whereby 43% of the
respondents agreed, 52% strongly agreed, 4% disagreed and only 1% strongly disagreed. It
can be clearly seen that most schools are practising this sub-component in their PLCs, and
only few schools t are not considering this statement in building their schools’ PLCs under the
core component CL and application.

The other sub-component that performed very well is “Teachers use different meetings to
learn from each other”. With this statement, 60% of the respondents agreed, as can be seen
from Figure 8. This indicates that many of the schools are considering this sub-component of
CL in their PLCs.

5.4 Sub-component that did not perform well
5.4.1 CL and application sub-component that needs improvements. The findings also reveal
that there were also some statements on CL and application that are not being considered in
building PLCs in some of the schools. This is indicated by the highest percentage of
respondents who disagreed and strongly disagreed on the statement. Like the statement
“Teachers and broader community role players (e.g. business) come together to discuss better
ways to solve school problems”, most of the respondents as it can be seen from Figure 9
disagreed and strongly disagreed with a total percentage of 51%. This needs to be
investigated to find out why this statement is not being practiced by all of the schools in
building PLCs.

6. Conclusion
6.1 Conclusion
It can therefore be concluded from this study that CL and application plays a key role in
building and sustaining PLCs in schools. From the findings, the statement of CL and
application (Teachers and broader community role players come together to discuss better ways
to solve problems) needs to be researched on to find out why teachers and principals in most
the schools are not practising this sub-component in their PLCs. The study has also given us
some realities of teachers’ and principals’ perception of their schools as professional learning
community, for example, the statement of CL and application that is highly practised and the
one that is not that much practised in PLCs in schools. In this research paper, most of
statements on CL were rated high, and only few were rated lower and suggestions have been
given. The idea of building PLCs is worth examining as a means of promoting and for
sustainable improvement in teaching and pupils’ learning.

6.2 Suggestions
Based on the findings of the study, the following suggestions were made:

It was noted that this studywas done in 26 schools in a circuit in Zambezi Region. It will be
a good idea to repeat the study in all the schools in the region, and also in the schools in other
regions in Namibia, so that we can see if the findings will be similar. It is also suggested that
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future studies find outwhy the number of HoDswere fewer than the number of principals and
acting principals who took part in this study. Data from respondents of different schools
should be differentiated during the gathering of data for researchers to make a detailed
analysis where possible. It will also be a good idea to collect the data using mixed methods. If
this is done, the researchers will be able to give more explanations on why certain statements
are rated higher than others. It is also necessary to try and improve the respondents’
participation rate as this may influence the overall perceptions for each statement.
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Collective learning and application SA A D SD

19 Teachers work together to seek new knowledge or skills
20 Teachers apply new knowledge in their work
21 Heads of departments are part of the learning teams in school
22 Collegial relationships exist among teachers
23 Teachers are committed to school improvement efforts
24 Teachers work together to search for solutions to address diverse learner needs.

(e.g. different reading abilities)
25 Different meetings (departmental or grade or subject meetings) exist where

teachers can learn from each other
26 Teachers use different meetings to learn from each other
27 Teachers actively discuss new ideas and problems affecting their school
28 Teachers and parents come together to discuss better ways to solve school problem
29 Teachers and broader community role players (e.g. business) come together to

discuss better ways to solve school problems
30 All our staff members attend professional development organized by the

department voluntarily because we want to improve the quality of education
31 Teachers are committed to voluntarily come together and discuss issues that

enhance learning
32 Teachers work together to read journals or books to learn about effective teaching

and learning methods
33 Teachers collaboratively analyse learner work to improve teaching and learning

Comments Please write behind this page if you need more space

Note(s): Scale: 5 strongly agree (SA), 2 5 agree (A), 3 5 disagree (D), 4 5 strongly disagree
Source(s): Nkengbeza et al. (2015)

Table A1.
Collective learning and

application
questionnaire
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