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Abstract

Romanian educational system is in a constant search for reform, due to one of the highest rates of
students’ underachievement in basic skills and lack of qualified teachers among EU member states.
It is well established that professional learning communities (PLCs) can be a solution for both
problems, aiming to enhance students results by teacher collaboration in learning and professional
development.

This study aims to determine the specificity of Romanian PLCs in relation with some contextual
factors - school size, school environment (urban or rural), type of school (general or special school),
professional development procedures at school level, and the individual factors that can impact the
PLC, represented by teachers’ personality structure. To answer the research question, reflecting on
what contextual and individual factors determine the specificity of PLCs, two online questionnaires
and a demographic survey were distributed to teachers across Romania. First, the School
Professional Staff as Learning Community Questionnaire (SPSLCQ) was validated on the 253
participants, the original five-factor structure of SPSLCQ adequately fit the sample and proved to be
a reliable instrument in the Romanian population.

The results showed the Romanian PLCs’ do not significantly differ from other countries: the most
representative PLC dimension is shared vision, the organizational factor which explains best the PLC
is the existence of strong at-school-level professional development procedures. School size best
describes the differences between PLCs, but they do not differ in terms of school environment and
school type. The personality factor that correlates the most with PLC is conscientiousness, but the
correlation is non-significant.

These results suggest that for functionally stronger PLCs, the school should implement professional
development procedures at school level, based on collaboration and mutual learning in small groups
of teachers.

Keywords: professional learning communities, teaching, professional development,
SPSLCQ

Introduction

The main purpose of the study is to determine the characteristics of Romanian
professional learning communities (PLCs). In the context in which there is an increased
need of qualified teachers combined with one of the highest rates of students’
underachievement in basic skills among EU countries (European Commission, 2017), we
aim to investigate the collaborative professional development practices in Romanian
schools.
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Implementing PLCs has become a definitory feature of school reform (Diehl & Diehl,
2019). The professional learning communities (PLCs) are an important factor for
professional learning and development (Bolam et al., 2005, Stoll, Bolam, McMahon,
Wallace & Thomas, 2006), quality of teaching (Darling-Hammond & Richardson, 2009;
Stewart, 2014; Gore et al, 2017) and positive student's learning outcome (Loucks-
Horsley & Matsumoto, 1999; Vescio, Ross & Adams, 2008; Doppelt et al., 2009; Lomos,
Hofman, & Bosker, 2011; Ratts etal.,, 2015; Dogan & Adams, 2018). Also, PLC improve the
quality of teachers, for example by helping them to keep their expertise up to date and to
improve practices in their schools. (Dogan at all, 2016)

Each organization, including schools, should permanently aim to achieve high quality
standards and improved performance. These aims can be achieved through developing
and implementing strong PLCs at school level. DuFour (2004) describes three core
principles of the PLC: guaranteeing students’ learning, establishing a culture of
collaboration and focusing on results. Traditional professional development (PD)
practices, lecture-based, such as courses and seminars, are teacher-centred, trying to
fulfil the teacher's professional growth needs. Traditional PD practices are formal and
unrelated to classroom reality, abstract and followed in an individual manner
(Lieberman, 1995). Modern practices, described as “collaborative professionalism”
(Hargreaves & O Connor, 2018) should focus on collaboration and need to be in direct
relation with the classroom and the student's needs. The direct result of teacher's PD is
indeed the increase of teacher's knowledge and skills, but the true beneficiaries of
teacher’s PD should be the students (Berry, 2011). So, we can measure the quality of PD
by the student's learning outcome and the functional dimension of their learning.

The quality of teachers is not only about fulfilling mandatory professional standards
but also about improving quality through continuous professional development (CPD). In
Romania the CPD is mainly linked to the formal aspect of compulsory training stages
(Dumitriu, Dumitriu, & Timofte, 2014) that do not specifically nurture a collaborative
school-level and student-centred professional development. The collaborative PD
practices at school level are represented in Romania by the methodical-scientific and
psycho-pedagogical activities carried out at unit level (methodical committees,
departments and pedagogical circles) (Eurydice, 2018). These practices often address
teachers’ needs and not students’ learning. PLCs’ by their nature address students
learning and collaborative practices among teachers (DuFour, 2004). In their book,
Learning by doing, DuFour at all (2016) make a difference between interest and
commitment to PLC. Even if a significant number of studies address PLCs, the number of
educators that have moved from interest to commitment has not increased. “It is time to
move from thinking about PLCs and talking about PLCs to doing what PLCs actually do
and getting better atit.” (p.3)

The quality of students’ learning and their results depend to a significant extent on
the continuous PD of teachers and on the standardization of their teaching practices. PLCs
can be a solution to this problem, and we aim to investigate it further.
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Our intercession is in line with the PLC research agenda proposed by Hairon, Goh,
Chua and Wang (2015), where a research gap in theorization of PLC condition and context
was asserted.

In this study we analyse some contextual factors that can influence the functioning of
the PLC: school size, school environment (urban or rural), type of school (general or
special school), and professional development procedures at school level. Also, we take
into consideration the individual factors that can impact the PLC, represented by the
teachers” personality structure.

Theoretical background

The idea of professional learning community first appeared in the USA in the 1960s but
the its’ conceptualization was crystalized in the 1990s along with the contributions of
Hord (1997), Dufour and Eaker (1998).

The concept of PLC has various definitions but mainly refers to “inclusive and
mutually supportive group of people with a collaborative, reflective, and growth-oriented
approach toward investigating and learning more about their practice in order to
improve students’ learning ” (Stoll, 2010, p.151).

Dogan and Adams (2018) report five common traits in PLC definitions across
scientific literature: emphasis on collaboration, shared vison and purpose, focus on
student learning, reflective dialogue and support conditions to make teacher’'s work
public.

Our research is based on Hord's (1997) view on the PLC. She identified five main
characteristics of PLCs: supportive and shared leadership, collective creativity, shared
values and vision, supportive conditions and shared personal practice. Collaboration is
the main aspect of the PLC. Collaboration takes place both at school level through shared
leadership, shared vision and creating supportive conditions and at an individual level by
collective creativity and peer-review. The fundamental purpose of teamwork is student-
centred, aiming to grow the students’ learning outcome. In this context, it is known that
although the teaching profession is one of the most sociable based on multiple
interactions with students, colleagues, parents, and the community as a whole, it is one
of the most solitary professions. Most of the time, teachers design instruction, teach and
assess alone.

Hairon et al. (2015) have identified three main directions in PLC research: defining
the construct, studying the PLC context and determining its effects. Our research is
embedded in the PLC context research framework. The school size, school environment
(urban or rural), type of school (general or special school), and professional development
procedures at school level were taken into consideration.

Other studies (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2009; Bellibas et al., 2016; McNeely, Nonnemaker
& Blum, 2002) have investigated the relation between school size and PLC. The majority
found that in smaller schools there is a greater sense of community and cohesion and
that's why they could sustain stronger PLCs. The school environment can also be an
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influencing factor. Wang et al. (2017) found differences between rural and urban schools
PLC, rural schools being smaller can have stronger PLCs. Special schools have a stronger
culture of collaboration (Waldron & Mcleskey, 2014) thus the school type could have an
impact on the PLC. The research on professional development practices (Chapman &
Muijs, 2013; Ho, Lee & Teng, 2016; Blackburn & Williamson, 2015) established an
important link between PD at school level and PLC.

To our knowledge no research on the specificity of Romanian PLCs" was yet
published. Most articles focus on traditional PD for pre-service (Potolea & Toma, 2015)
or university teachers (Duta & Rafaila, 2014).

Our research aims to investigate the characteristics of Romania PLCs and study if in
Romania the contextual factors described above have the same influence on PLC as in
other countries and to which extent.

Methodology

Based on the above arguments the following research question was advanced:
Which contextual and individual factors determine the specificity of Romanian

professional learning communities (PLCs)?

Research hypotheses

1. Peer-review is the best perceived PLC dimension.

2. There will be a negative correlation between school size and the perceived PLC.

3. There will be a positive correlation between professional development
procedures and the perceived PLC.

4. There will be a difference in perceived PLC between teachers from rural and
urban schools.

5. There will be a difference in perceived PLC between teachers from special and
general schools.

6. There will be a correlation between personality factors and the perceived PLC.

Participants and procedure

Data were collected from a convenience sample made up of 253 Romanian school
teachers from different levels, types of education and specialities (Table 1). The age of
participants ranged from 25 to 60 years (M=40.83, SD=8.71). Participants were 21 (8.3%)
men and 232 (91.7%) women. The teaching tenure of participants ranged from 3 to 35
years (M=16.93, SD=9.52). The participants were from 16 different counties, teaching in
urban (86.2%) and rural (13.8%) schools. From all participants 150 (59.3%) teach in
general education and 103 (40.7%) in special education schools. There were 69 primary
teachers (27.3%), 66 secondary and tertiary teachers (26.1%), 49 special educators
(19.4%), 37 psychologists (14.6%), 17 education specialists (6.7%) and 15 preschool
teachers (5.9%).
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Table 1
Descriptive summary of the participants

Category Frequency %
Gender
Male 21 8.3
Female 232 91.7
School environment
Urban 218 86.2
Rural 35 13.8
School type
General education 150 59.3
Special education 103 40.7
Major
Primary education 69 27.3
Secondary and tertiary education 66 26.1
Special education 49 194
Psychology 37 14.6
Education specialist 17 6.7
Preschool education 15 59

Two online questionnaires and a demographic survey were distributed to 1600
teachers from all Romanian regions. There was also a letter where the aims and the
conditions of the study were explained. The teachers’ answers indicated their agreement
to be part of the study. 253 responses were received.

Research instruments

The survey combined two questionnaires - School Professional Staff as Learning
Community Questionnaire (SPSLCQ) and International Personality Items Pool (IPIP 50)
and a survey for school demographics and professional development practices.

School Professional Staff as Learning Community Questionnaire (SPSLCQ),
developed by Hord (1996), was used to assess teachers’ perceptions about their school
as a learning community. There are five dimensions: shared leadership, shared vision,
collective creativity, peer review, and supportive conditions/capacities. It is a 17 item
instrument with a 5 point Likert response scale. SPSLCQ was not yet validated on
Romanian population. The agreement for SPSLCQ usage for this study was obtained from
the developer (Southwest Educational Development Laboratory, SEDL, merged with
American Institute for Research, AIR). The Romanian form was obtained after a
Romanian translation followed by a back to English translation was approved by The
Legal Comity of AIR. In the result section, we will present the validation procedure that
we undertake for SPSLCQ on Romanian population.
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Personality dimensions were assessed with the International Personality Items Pool
(IPIP 50- Goldberg, 1999). Based on the Big Five model, the instrument measures the five
dimensions of personality: Openness, Extraversion, Emotional Stability,
Conscientiousness and Agreeableness. Teachers were asked to respond on a 5-point
Likert scale that ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The instrument
was adapted to the Romanian culture by Rusu, Maricutoiu, Macsinga, Virga, & Sava
(2012). The Alpha Cronbach coefficient value was found satisfactory (between .73 for
agreeableness and .84 for extraversion and emotional stability).

The school demographics and professional development practices were investigated
with a survey consisting of 16 questions about the size and school type, number of
students in the classroom, number of teachers in the methodical committees, number of
meetings during a school year, the domains of collaboration, and 8 questions about
teachers’ continuing professional development practices at school level.

Results

This study was designed to determine teachers™ perceptions about the characteristics of
Romanian PLCs" at-school-level. To do so in a valid manner, firstly we need to validate
the School Professional Staff as Learning Community Questionnaire (SPSLCQ) on
Romanian population.

SPSLCQ was developed by Hord (1996) as an instrument “that can be used as a
screening, filtering, or assessment tool to ascertain the maturity of staff as a learning
community” (Hord, Meehan, Orletsky, & Sattes, 1999, p.3). Other mentioned purposes for
the instrument are: use in diagnosis of the implementation space of a PLC in a given
school and in assessing the sustainability of an intervention to implement a PLC in a new
school, as well as in research studies. The instrument was included by Blitz and Schulman
(2016) in a compilation of 49 instruments used for assessing the performance of a PLC.

The validity of the instrument was presented only in terms of internal consistency -
Cronbach’s Alpha for the entire scale of .92, test-retest reliability of .94 and concurrent
validity with School Climate Questionnaire of .82 (Hord et al, 1999). A subsequent
research for assessing SPLCQ validity presents Cronbach’s Alpha of .93 and all measures
of internal reliability significant at the .0001 level (Meehan, Orletsky, & Sattes, 1997).

Other researchers used SPSLCQ in their studies but do not re-assess the validity of
the instrument. Most of them (Yarbrough, 2010; Shetzer, 2011; Kohl, 2014, Topper, 2016;
Higgins, 2016) only present the reliability coefficients reported by the developers, others
verify alpha Cronbach’s per entire scale and per factors (Cassity, 2012; Spiller, 2013) and
some consider SPSLCQ as a valid instrument that does not need more validation and do
not present validity data at all (Boone, 2014).

Because SPSLCQ is not yet validated on Romanian population we conducted a validity
analysis for the questionnaire, assessing reliability coefficients and conducting a
Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA).
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We assessed the normality of the data set for the SPSLCQ total score and subscales.
Teachers’ perception about school as a PLC was normally distributed, with skewness of -
.79 (SE=.15) and kurtosis of .32 (SE=.30). Four subscales were also normally distributed:
shared leadership with skewness of -.92 (SE=.15) and kurtosis of .31 (SE=.30); collective
creativity with skewness of -.79 (SE=.15) and kurtosis of .26 (SE=.30); peer review with
skewness of -.27 (SE=.15) and kurtosis of -.74 (SE=.30) and supportive conditions with
skewness of -.65 (SE=.15) and kurtosis of -.18 (SE=.30). Shared vision subscale was non-
normally distributed, with skewness of -1.31 (SE=.15) and kurtosis of 2.04 (SE=.30).

A reliability analysis for the entire scale and per subscale (Table 2) was conducted.
Internal reliability exceededs > 0.80 for all subscales. The SPSLCQ was found to be highly
reliable (17 items, a=.95). Cronbach's a per subscales ranged from .81 to .93 indicating a
good reliability per scale and per subscales.

Table 2:
Reliability Coefficients for SPSLCQ and its subscales

Mean SD Cronbach's a

PLC 3.79 0.82 0.95
Shared leadership 3.69 1.0 0.87
Shared vision 415 0.79 0.81
Collective creativity 3.77 094 0.93
Peer-review 341 1.10 0.89
Supportive conditions 3.77 0.93 0.90

A Pearson correlation matrix between SPSLCQ items was calculated. The correlation
matrix was constructed using SPSS 19. All items correlate strongly with each other, from
.39 to .85.

Also, a split-half reliability analysis was conducted. Guttman Split-Half Coefficient
was .92, indicated a good internal consistency of the scale. The Part 1 of the scale’s items
consisted of 9 items («=.93), and The Part 2 of the scale’s items consisted of 8 items
(a=.92).

Originally, Hord (1996) presented a five factors model, but Meehan et al. (1997)
report that the best solution for the factor analysis data is a unitary factor, consisting of
all 17 items of the questionnaire.

We tested a Replication of original SPSLCQ model with one factor, as suggested by
Meehan et al. (1997) but also the original model with 5 factors, through Confirmatory
Factor Analysis (CFA) using Jamovi version 0.2.9.8.

In order to test the model, we considered Model Chi Square (x2, p-value> 0.05 for the
null hypothesis) relative chi-square (x2 /df) values lower than 5 (Arbuckle, 2007);
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Comparative Fit Index (CFI) values higher than .90 (CFI 2.90), and Root Mean Square
Error of Approximation (RMSEA) lower than .08 (RMSEA < 0.08) (Hooper, Coughlan,
Mullen, 2008).

Table 3

Test for Exact Fit for SPSLCQ in one and five factors models
Model X df P
One-factor 952 119 <.001
Five-factor 501 109 <.001

The original five-factor structure of SPSLCQ adequately fit the sample (x2 /df = 4.62,
x?=501, p<0.01 for the null hypothesis) but the one-factor presents lower exact fit
coefficients (2 /df = 8, xY*=952, p<0.01) (Table 3).

Model fit statistics for both models is reported in Table 4.
Table 4
Test for Exact Fit for SPSLCQ one-factor and five-factor models

RMSEA 90% CI
Model CFI TLI RMSEA Lower Upper
One-factor  0.790 0.760 0.166 0.157 0.176
Five-factor  0.901 0.877 0.119 0.109 0.130

The five-factor model fit adequately CFI = 0.90, TLI = 0.87, RMSEA = 0.11, proving
acceptable fit of the model. The one-factor model did not fit to the same extent as the
five-factor model, CFI = 0.79, TLI= 0.76, RMSEA = 0.16.

Although the factors seemed to have high correlations (Table 5), they were not high
enough to combine all factors into one single factor. Therefore, in the subsequent
analyses each subscale of the SPSLCQ was considered as a unique factor.

Table 5
Correlation matrix for SPSLCQ five factors

1. 2. 3. 4. 5.
1.Shared leadership — 0.662 0.633 0.623 0.527
2.Shared vision — 0.774 0.721 0.572
3.Collective creativity — 0.810 0.673
4.Supportive conditions — 0.678

5.Peer-review —

To determine if there is difference between the five dimensions of PLC in teachers’
perception the means and standard deviations for the PLCs" dimensions were calculated.
The obtained hierarchy of PLCs’ dimensions (Figure 1) is: shared vision (M=4.15,
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SD=.79), collective creativity (M=3.77, SD=.94), supportive conditions/capacities
(M=3.77, $D=.93), shared leadership (M=3.68, SD=1.05) and peer review (M=3.41,
S$D=1.09). In the research hypothesis we stated that peer-review is the best perceived
dimension. In the obtained hierarchy peer-review is the lowest ranked from all five
dimensions. The first hypothesis is rejected.

PLC dimensions

peer-review 341
shared leadership 3.68
supportive conditions 3.77
colective creativity 3.77
shared vison 4.15

PLC dimensions

Figure 1: Bar chart for PLC dimensions

To determine if there is a negative correlation between school size and the perceived
PLC we calculated Spearman’s rho at one-tailed level between the school size (measured
by the number of students) and PLC's dimensions (Table 6). The school size negatively
correlated with perceived PLC rs (253) =-.17, p=0.02. Also, significant negative
correlations were obtain between school size and collective creativity rs (253) =-.21,
p=-00 and school size and supportive conditions rs(253) =-.19, p=0.001. The research
hypothesis 2 is accepted. However, the effect size, r2=0.02, indicates a poor coefficient of
determination between school size and perceived PLC, school size explain only 2.89% of
PLC variance.

Table 6
Correlations Between Five PLC Dimensions and School Size
Measure PLC Shared Shared  Collective Peer- Supportive
leadership vision creativity review  conditions
School size -177  -.06 -14* =21 -.10 -19*

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (1-tailed).

To determine if there is a positive correlation between professional development
procedures at school level and the perceived PLC we calculated Pearson Correlation at
one-tailed level between the professional development procedures (measured by an
eight-item survey) and PLC dimensions (Table 7). The professional procedures at school
level positively correlate with perceived PLC r (253) =.36, p=.00 Also, significant
correlations were obtained between professional development procedures at school
level and all PLC dimensions: shared leadership r(253) =.35, p=.00, shared vision r(253)
=.22, p=.00,collective creativity r (253) =-.36, p=.00, peer-review r(253) =.31, p=.00 and
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supportive conditions r(253) =.31, p=0.001. Research hypothesis 3 is accepted. However,
the effect size, r2=0.12, indicates a relatively poor coefficient of determination between
professional development procedures and perceived PLC, professional development
procedures explain only 12.25% of PLC variance.

Table 7

Correlations Between Five PLC Dimensions and Professional Development Procedures at
School Level

Measure PLC Shared Share Collective Peer- Supportiv
leadershi d creativity revie e
p vision w condition
S
Professionalization 36" 35" 22" 36 31 31"
procedures

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (1-tailed).

To determine if there is a difference in perceived PLC between teachers from rural
and urban schools an independent sample t-test was conducted (Table 8). Given a
violation of Levene’s test for homogeneity of variances, F(1,251)=.14, p =.70, a t-test not
assuming homogeneous variances was calculated. The results of this test indicated that
there was no significant difference in perceived PLC observed between the two groups,
t(45.05)=-1.34, p =.18. These results suggest that there is no significant difference
between perceived PLC in urban schools™ group (M = 63.87; SD = 14.02) and rural schools’
group (M = 67.37; SD = 14.35). Research hypothesis 4 is rejected.

Table 8:
Independent t-test Results Comparing Urban and Rural PLC Perceptions
Urban Rural
M SD M SD t-test
PLC 63.87 14.02 67.37 14.35 -1.34
Shared leadership 3.65 1.05 3.87 1.08 -1.08
Shared vision 4.12 .80 4.32 .70 -1.53
Collective creativity 3.73 94 3.99 .88 -1.59
Peer-review 3.37 1.09 3.65 1.09 -1.43
Supportive conditions 3.75 92 3.87 1.00 -.66

To determine if there is a difference in perceived PLC between teachers from general
and special education an independent sample t-test was conducted (Table 9). Given a
violation of Levene’s test for homogeneity of variances, F(1,251) =2.12, p = .14, a t-test
not assuming homogeneous variances was calculated. The results of this test indicated
that there was no significant difference in perceived PLC observed between the two
groups, t (240.96) =-.99, p =.32. These results suggest that there is no significant
difference between perceived PLC in general education schools’ group (M = 63.65; SD =
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15.02) and special schools’ group (M = 65.38; SD = 12.61). Research hypothesis 5 is
rejected.

Table 9:

Independent t-test Results Comparing General and Special Education Teachers' PLC
Perceptions

General Special education
education

M SD M SD t-test
PLC 63.65 15.02 65.38 12.61 -99
Shared leadership 3.73 1.05 3.61 1.05 .88
Shared vision 4.09 .85 4.22 .67 -1.32
Collective creativity 3.69 .99 3.87 .85 -1.55
Peer-review 3.42 1.13 3.38 1.00 27
Supportive conditions 3.70 97 3.86 .86 -1.29

To determine if any individual factors correlate with the perceived PLC a Pearson
Correlation between the Big Five personality factors and perceived PLC was conducted
(Table 10).

Table 10
Correlations Between Big Five Personality Factors and Perceived PLC

Measure Openness Extraversion Agreeableness Conscientiousness Emotional
Stability

Perceived -.02 .00 .04 A1 .02
PLC

None of the personality factors significantly correlate with PLC (Table 10): openness
r (253) =-.02, p=.70, extraversion r (253) =.00, p=.91, agreeableness (253) =.04, p=.44,
emotional stability, r (253) =.02, p=.70. Conscientiousness correlates the most with PLC
r (253) =.11, p=.06 but not at a significant level. Research hypothesis 6 is rejected.

Discussion and conclusions

In the context of a growing need of highly qualified teachers we aimed to investigate
which of the PLC's dimensions are most representative for Romanian schools and
observe what individual and organizational factors influence it.

Our research is embedded in the PLC research agenda proposed by Hairon et al.
(2015). Specifically, it addresses the third research gap identified: the lack of theorization
on the PLC context. Also, through our effort we can add knowledge to understanding the
cultural specificity of PLCs, by analysing the specific contextual factors that can influence
Romanian PLCs.
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We designed a quantitative methodology, in which 253 teachers responded on-line
to 2 questionnaires: SPSLCQ and IPIP-50 and a survey for school demographics and
professional development practices.

SPSLCQ has not been previously validated on Romanian population, so a reliability
analysis and a CFA were conducted. Very good internal consistency coefficients were
obtained for the entire scale (17 items, a=.95) and per factors.

Originally, Hord (1996) presented a five factors model, but Meehan et al. (1997)
report that the best solution for the factor analysis data is a unitary factor, consisting of
all 17 items of the questionnaire. We tested a replication of the original SPSLCQ model
with one factor, but also the original model with 5 factors, through Confirmatory Factor
Analysis (CFA). Unlike the one-factor model, the five-factor model indicated a better
model fit in which all fit indices were closer to the desired criteria. Therefore, in the
subsequent analyses each subscale of the SPSLCQ was considered as a unique factor.

The first purpose of our research was to identify the specificity of Romanian PLCs" in
terms of the best perceived PLC dimension. We presumed that peer-review is the most
well-perceived dimension of all five dimensions, also being the most traditional in the
Romanian context. In terms of professional development practices, class observation and
analysis of teachers” work are some of the most used (OM 3367/2017 These traditional
PD practices characteristic of the Romanian context correspond in the SPSLCQ to the
concept of peer review. Nevertheless, the analyzed data shows that shared vision is one
of the most appreciated features. These findings are congruent with the results of other
studies. (Spiller, 2013; Lokman Mohd Tahir, 2013; Ward, 2015; Bellibas, Bulut, Gedik,
2016; Wilson, 2016). The items of the shared vision scale refer to a common vision about
improvement, centred on students, learning and teaching. So, the teachers perceptions
indicate a common aim, centred on students’ learning. However, the shared vision
subscale was the only one of the scales non-normally distributed, with skewness of -1.31
(SE=.15) and kurtosis of 2.04 (SE=.30). Further research is needed to clarify if the
responses for this dimension were due to the social desirability response bias or not. In
spite of our assumption, the least represented PLC dimension was feed-back; teachers do
not observe each-others’ classes, nor do they work with each other in teaching. Through
subsequent qualitative research, we need to clarify if teachers emphasize more the
student-centred dimension of the PLC, rather than the collaborative one. Traditionally, in
Romania teachers are used to being alone throughout the teaching process, in planning,
implementing and evaluating the teaching.

The second purpose of this research was to identify the contextual factors that impact
the Romanian PLC. From the organizational-contextual factors we examined the school
size, professional development procedures at school level, school type (mainstream or
special) and school environment (rural or urban).

Studies (Leithwood, Jantzi, 2009; Bellibas et al., 2016) have shown that in smaller
schools there is a greater sense of community between teachers and that smaller schools
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provide more interaction and participation opportunities for teachers (Newman et al,,
2006).

In our findings, school size negatively correlates with perceived PLC (r (253) =-.17,
p=0.02), which means that the bigger the school is, the lower the perception about PLC.
These findings are similar with other author’s research (McNeely, Nonnemaker, Blum,
2002; Leithwood, Jantzi, 2009; Bellibas et al., 2016). However, school size explains only
2.89% of PLC variance, so is not a determinant factor. In large schools the communities
of professional development can be divided in smaller groups of teachers to increase the
power of collaborative learning practices.

We also assumed that schools with strong professional development procedures are
more likely to develop better collaboration for teaching and learning practices. Chapman
and Muijs (2013) found that administrators that imposed strong professional
development practices at their schools fostered a collaborative environment and
increased students” outcomes.

Our results show that professional development practices positively correlate with
the perceived PLC (r (253) =.36, p=.00). If good professional practices are being
implemented in the school, the PLC is stronger. The professional development
procedures explain 12.25% of PLC. The results are congruent with other findings. Ho et
al. (2016) found that there is a strong relationship between PLC and school-level
teachers’ qualification. Thomson and Holloway (1997) ascertain that educational change
occurs in schools where teachers support each other and that staff development and
educational change are interdependent. Blackburn and Williamson (2015) consider that
the most effective schools are those in which teachers believe in the power of professional
development.

So, for stronger PLCs school administration have to implement at-school-level
professional development procedures.

The relationship between PLC and school environment was examined by other
authors (Wang, Wang, Li, & Li, 2017) reporting qualitative differences between schools.
Rural schools are often small schools with teachers from the local community. They come
from traditional communities where collaboration and helping each other are adopted
values. Urban schools are often larger and with a not so high sense of cohesion.

In special schools, practices of collaboration are more common than in general
education. Special educators work in the case management framework and are used to
finding solutions together. In special education, teachers participate in professional
development and decide which practices best fit the student needs (Hartman, 2011).

Non- significant differences were obtained between PLC at urban and rural schools
(t(45.05)=-1.34, p =.18) and between general and special education schools (t (240.96)=-
.99, p =.32). Rural and special schools record better PLC levels but not significant. Similar
results were reported by other authors. Hallinger and Liu (2016) found no significant
differences between urban and rural schools, albeit weaker PLC was found in rural
schools.
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From the individual factors we take into consideration the Big Five' personality
factors in relation with PLC. Benoliel and Schechter (2017) advanced that Big Five
personality traits have an influence on PLC through tendencies for relation building and
knowledge sharing.

In our findings, none of the personality factors significantly correlates with PLC,
however conscientiousness is the most influential factor (r (253) =.11, p=.06).

In conclusion, Romanian PLCs’ do not significantly differ from those in other
countries. Our findings are similar with research conducted in other national contexts,
the most representative PLC dimension being a shared vision, centred on students’
learning. The organizational factor which explains best the PLC is the existence of strong
school-level professional development procedures. School size is a factor that correlates
with PLC but not very strongly, the smaller the school, the stronger the PLC is. For
stronger PLCs, teachers must be divided in small groups for professional learning. PLCs
do not differ in terms of school environment and school type. The personality factor that
correlates the most with PLC is conscientiousness, but the correlation is non-significant.

Limitations of the study and further research directions

The main limitation of this research is the number of organizational and individual
factors taken into consideration. From our findings the best explanation for PLC with only
12.25% of the variance explained are the professional development practices at school-
level. Other factors to be analysed can be the managing style of the school administration,
the theoretical approach to learning promoted by teachers or school culture. Another
limitation of the study is the relatively small number of participants; an increase in
numbers of responding teachers must be achieved. Also, this study did not assess specific
schools and did not group the responses per school to obtain a clearer image of the PLC.
In further research, we intend to deepen the knowledge on this subject through a mixed
methods study design, combining qualitative and quantitative research focused on
analysing the effects of PLCs on student learning.
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