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METHODOLOGY CONCLUSIONS

BACKGROUND

Theoretical Framework

The concept of Collaborative Learning is the 

subject of a large volume of academic literature 

such as Bolam et al, (2005), Stoll et al., (2006) 

and Vescio et al (2008) as attempts are made to 

capture and replicate what is currently being 

promoted as ‘the silver bullet’ in terms of 

improving student outcomes (DuFour, 2004).  

The belief is that the replication and mimicry of 

what makes for the effective implementation of 

a PLC will achieve the same results. This is 

understandable in a culture of policy borrowing 

(Alexander, 2009) whereby what works in one 

context is transplanted into a completely 

different organism in the expectation that it will 

be accepted in the way a donated organ is 

transplanted into a new host.  These attempts, to 

capture the essence of a PLC and replicate it in a 

completely different context, assume a realist 

ontology whereby knowledge is scientifically 

measureable and replicable.  A realist ontology 

however does not take account of the impact that 

socially constructed variables, such as 

motivation and beliefs, have on the nature of 

teaching and learning. 

Useful resources

Web Sites
www.PDST.ie

www.LEC.ie

www.rrcna.org

http://ilc.ioe.ac.uk/

www.education.ie

Professional Development Resources 

Guiding Readers and Writers, Fountas and 

Pinnell, 2010

Which Book and Why, Bodman and Franklin, 2013

Partners in Learning, Lyons, Pinnell and DeFord, 

1993

Rationale for Exploring

It is my belief, based on experience, that it is the 

ephemeral social variables that make the difference 

between an effective, sustainable implementation of a 

PLC as opposed to a technically correct one such as those 

proposed by Bolam et al (2006) and Vescio et al (2006).  

These studies measure the success of the implementation 

of a PLC in terms of quantitative impact on student 

outcomes and self-reported change in practice.   This 

realist approach to evaluation is understandable in a time 

where accountability and productivity are given priority 

in terms of value (Sachs, 2003).  

I propose however that there is much more involved that 

is not quantifiable but of equal importance. It is with this 

in mind that, in this setting out of the theoretical 

framework for this proposal, I will juxtapose realist and 

constructivist epistemological understandings of 

‘organization and community’, ‘teacher beliefs and 

practice’, and ‘authority and leadership’ in order to 

disturb ‘the rigidities with which the school as institution 

surrounds itself’ (Watson, 2014). 

The catalyst for this study is that the theory and practice 

of learning within a social setting, as proposed by 

thinkers such as Vygotsky (1962), is a more appropriate 

paradigm for learning and well-being than traditional 

behaviorist organisational structures and processes. 

Primary schools in the Limerick and surrounding areas 

have been looking for support to establish effective Small 

Group Literacy instruction in the early grades.  Building 

capacity with our local expert teachers would facilitate 

these requests for local workshop support could be met 

whilst ensuring a level of quality control of the theories 

and practices shared.  The sessions offered by these 

facilitators would be based on current research and good 

practice. 

Participants

4 Reading Recovery (RR) Teachers working as local 

facilitators engaged in after school professional 

development sessions with an expert other and in school 

peer/peer observation of practice. 

70 classroom, learning support and resource teachers 

from 30 schools attended 6, 2hr twilight sessions in 

Limerick Education Centre and Laois Education Centre

Procedure
A professional learning platform for RR teachers was provided to 

develop their theoretical understandings of early literacy 

acquisition and prepare them for roll out of the sessions.

In school support was also provided with these RR teachers to 

create a purposeful learning environment.

Design of 6 modules incorporating all components of early 

literacy acquisition formed part of the learning for the RR 

teachers.

The RR teachers then co-presented 18 workshops (follow-on 

sessions).

The workshops were attended by 2 or 3 teachers from each school 

and opportunities for professional dialogue underpinned each 

session

Key Findings

Measures suitable to the local environment could be put in 

place to afford teachers the opportunities to participate in 

effective and sustainable communities of practice.

The professional development model could be rolled out in 

all Education centres whereby teacher experts could be 

supported to provide centre based facilitation sessions

A research team could be established to asses a shift if any 

in teacher self perception and teacher beliefs and practice 

in the area of teaching literacy within the early grades. 

A research team could be established to assess if any the 

transfer of teacher learning to higher pupil learning 

outcomes in literacy acquisition. 

A large scale study could be established using control 

groups to assess the impact this type of Professional 

Development model might have on pupil learning 

outcomes. 

The model of professional development provided to the 4 

RR teachers appeared to support their willingness to 

engage in professional peer to peer learning.  The 

opportunity to put new learning into practice and return to 

theory on a number of occasions captured the essence of 

Vygotskian beliefs.

Student outcomes for the children of these RR teachers 

during Small Group Literacy Instruction, was a noticeably 

higher when compared with previous pupil outcomes.

Opportunities for the participating teachers during the 

follow on sessions to deepen their understanding was 

limited due to time.

Situations occurred where teachers engaged in professional 

dialogue and cognitive dissonance. 

Limitations

• No pre and post evaluations of 

learning.

• Small scale implementation.

• Quality control measures were 

not in place.

• Impact on participant learning 

difficult to measure.

• Impact on pupil learning in the 

was not measured in the follow 

on sessions.

Source: www.pinterest.com

Theory and practice  

intertwined with professional 

dialogue over a period of 

time appeared to the have the 

greatest learning effect 

according to the teachers. 

Peer observation, and 

observation led discussions 

engaged teachers in 

professional dialogue and a 

shift in classroom practice. 

Short term bursts of dialogic 

learning sessions create space 

for professional dialogue and 

collaboration.

Professional Learning Communities are necessary to 

support teacher’s learning and development. 

http://www.pdst.ie/
http://www.lec.ie/
http://www.rrcna.org/
http://ilc.ioe.ac.uk/
http://www.education.ie/

