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Abstract

Purpose: Understanding how to create favourable conditions for collaboration is critical to the
success of online professional learning communities for teacher educators. This single
illustrative case study explored the features of an online international professional learning
community (PLC) that influenced physical education teacher educators’ experiences of

collaboration.

Method: The PLC focused on teacher educators’ learning about meaningful physical
education and included 13 participants over a 20-month period. Activities included nine large
group meetings and multiple meetings of small groups who conducted self-study of teacher

education practices research.

Results: A dual large-small group structure scaffolded complementary collaboration activities
that were amplified by a diverse membership and enhanced the professional outcomes for

teacher educators.

Conclusion: Findings contribute to understanding how to promote collaboration to support
rich professional learning in teacher educator PLCs online and provide direction for others
contemplating development of and participation in online and international teacher educator

PLCs.

Keywords: international; teacher; reflection; structure; membership; practice sharing
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Professional learning communities (PLCs) are a valuable site for teacher educators to
collaborate and learn in community, but physical education teacher educators can struggle to
access this peer support and collegiality locally (Patton & Parker, 2017). Online PLCs offer a
solution through the possibility of connection with peers in other parts of the world for
support and professional development (Lantz-Andersson et al., 2018). Understanding how to
create the conditions for collaboration between teacher educators in an online environment is
an under researched topic that merits more attention as it opens up new opportunities across
international contexts, a growing area of interest in the field of physical education (Rufino et

al., 2025).

This paper focuses on a PLC including international physical education teacher
educators guided by the following question: What features of an online professional learning
community (PLC) influence teacher educators’ collaboration experiences? Collaboration
between members is foundational to the successful operation of PLCs (Patton & Parker,
2017; Vangrieken et al., 2015). Drawing on the wider PLC literature, five main features are
essential to this collaboration: (a) a supportive group with a shared leadership, where (b)
people have shared values, goals and a vision (c) collective learning and application happens,
(d) individual practices are shared (e) in supportive conditions (Hord & Sommers, 2008;
Vangrieken et al., 2017). Collaboration between members is the mechanism by which these
features are promoted in the operation of PLCs; interaction among members is the most

influential factor in determining the outcomes of a PLC (Vangrieken et al., 2017).

Collaboration is defined as an “‘umbrella term’ that captures ‘joint interaction in the
group in all activities that are needed to perform a shared task’ (Vangrieken et al., 2015, p23).
The conceptualisation of collaboration adopted in this research (Little, 1990) represents a
continuum of collaboration activities: a) Storytelling and scanning for ideas represent the

ways teachers gather information indirectly through short, informal interactions b) Seeking
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help and advice from peers involves asking questions, but not crossing over into offering
unsolicited advice, ¢) Sharing of practice-related ideas represents a mutual and open
exchange of ideas, grounded in discussion and debate, and finally, 4) Joint work involves
shared responsibility and investment in shared outcomes within a collective. All steps on this
continuum have a value in teacher’s lives in providing sources of collaboration to complete
shared tasks situated in the everyday experiences of teaching. This continuum of
collaboration represents an increasing interdependence and agency in sustained interactions;
which form of collaboration is most appropriate in a given situation will depend on the
context, the nature of the task, available resources and time (Little, 1990). For some, seeking
advice or listening to others’ stories of teacher can provide direction to practice (Brennan and
Gorman, 2023; Kowalczuk-Waledziak and Underwood, 2023). For others, sharing resources,
strategies and experiences of implementation can provide impetus to changes in practice
(Nguyen & Ng, 2020). Joint work is represented in a range of teacher learning communities
with different functions, structures and purposes (Vangrieken et al., 2017). Within a typical
PLC it is likely that interactions across the continuum will occur. For example, informal
exchanges and conversation around the focus of the joint work can provide a range of

valuable supports to members (Parker et al., 2022; Patton & Parker, 2017).

Strategies to advance collaboration, such as sharing of experiences and collective
problem-solving are a feature of some physical education-related PLCs (Parker et al., 2022;
Patton & Parker, 2017). Specific collaboration strategies reported include sharing of action
research, teacher reflection and mentoring (Parker et al., 2022). Patton and Parker (2017)
provide an in-depth overview of the significant social dynamics and group processes of nine
PLCs involving 36 physical education teacher educators. In these PLCs, collaboration
grounded in sharing of practice promoted a safe supportive space to risk and learn (Patton &

Parker, 2017). They explain how ‘group interactions encouraged participants to use their
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collective experiences as a means for sharing ideas to increase knowledge and skills’ (p.357).
Reflective discussions on the application of ideas in teaching are further indicators of
successful PLCs in physical education (Parker et al., 2022). The value of sharing practice-
based accounts is well-established, but more practical direction is needed on the features that

determine the effectiveness of collaboration, particularly in an online environment.

Being situated online allows easy access for PLC members to connect with others in
different countries and continents, across time zones and contexts. Still, online and
international PLCs face specific challenges in building the strong relationships and authentic
conversations needed to scaffold authentic collaboration. Examples of online PLCs where
sharing stories of teaching practices supported teacher learning and application of ideas in
their own context (Brennan & Gorman, 2023; Kowalczuk-Walgdziak & Underwood, 2023)
suggest the potential of an online PLC for collaboration. Overall, online teacher PLCs show it
is possible to promote collegiality and information sharing, but collaboration can sometimes
be superficial and lack criticality (Lantz-Andersson et al., 2018). These findings indicate that
collaborative activities at the more interdependent end of the continuum (Little, 1990) are
more challenging in online environments. As Garrison (2016) emphasises, the technology
creates the shared space for connection in an online environment but worthwhile
collaboration that promotes authentic professional learning requires careful scaffolding.
Better understanding is needed of how to organise collaboration activities to promote

authentic professional learning in online PLCs, and specifically for teacher educators.

It is widely accepted that participation in various forms of PLCs hold potential to
enhance professional learning for teacher educators (Hadar & Brody, 2018 Patton & Parker,
2017; Parker et al., 2022). Participation in PLCs is beneficial for the professional learning of
teacher educators at different stages and in different contexts with resultant increases in

teaching and research capacities (Patton & Parker, 2017). For example, PLC engagement can
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be empowering in helping beginning teacher educators to learn in a self-directed and
collaborative way (Gallagher et al., 2011). For senior educators, participating in PLCs offers
the benefit of fostering mentorship roles, providing opportunities to contribute to the
development of others while enhancing their own expertise (Parker et al., 2022).
Understanding how to ensure these benefits result is a key consideration in the design of
PLCs, particularly online. Providing insight into the features of the PLC that influenced these
teacher educator experiences of collaboration can inform how to activate professional

collaboration and learning in online and international contexts.

Methodology

Research design

This research was situated within an international online PLC whose purpose was to
engage with ideas about teaching future physical education teachers how to prioritise
meaningful experiences for young people. The PLC serves as the case for this research. This
single intrinsic case study (Stake, 1995) design was selected based on its potential to provide
a holistic contextual picture that could illuminate the particularity and complexity of the
participation experiences of the members. Case studies are an appropriate methodology to
better understand the professional learning of teacher educators (Hadar & Brody, 2017)
because of the potential to capture the contextual and situational complexities of the teacher
education role. Rather than exploring how this case might represent all cases in general, our
attention was on the local working of this case (Stake, 2006). Still, given case studies have
‘the capacity to uncover nuance, to identify detailed patterns that can serve to enhance
understandings and contribute to generalisations’ (Stake, 1995, p.7-8), we aimed to provide

some insight and direction on the features that influenced collaboration in teacher educator
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PLCs. To this end, we provide a detailed illustration of the case through two themes to allow
others to generalise and make connections to their context.

Purpose and membership of the PLC

The PLC was initiated by two teacher educators (P1 and P2) who had previously
explored their own experiences of teaching future teachers about using meaningfulness in
physical education. Learning about Meaningful Physical Education (LAMPE) is a set of
pedagogical principles to support how teacher educators teach pre-service teachers to
prioritise meaningful experiences for children and young people in physical education (ref
blinded for review). Other physical education teacher educators were invited to be a part of
the PLC based on their interest in LAMPE or commitment to using practitioner inquiry, such
as collaborative self-study of teacher education practices (S-STEP) (Loughran, 2014). In the
invitation to participate, the proposed purpose of the PLC was explicitly stated as focused on
how ideas related to teaching about meaningfulness in their physical education teacher
education programme. As all PLCs have a student learning focus, the application of their

learning to their own engagements with their students was an important consideration.

The PLC included 12 members at the outset, the two initiators and ten other physical
education teacher educators. Participants came from seven countries including 5 from
Europe, 3 from North America and 5 from Australia. Of the original 12 members, 11
participated throughout. One teacher educator left the PLC at the end of year 1 due to
competing work commitments, and one other new member joined to replace them. All 13 are
included as authors of this manuscript. At the outset, everyone in the group knew one or more
other group members from professional interactions. For example, some had collaborated

with other group member or were professional colleagues, or had engaged on social media.
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Participants came with a wide variety of experience, including five early-career
teacher educators who were completing or had recently completed their PhD studies (teacher
educators P3, P4, P5, P9, P12), four mid-career teacher educators more than three years post-
PhD (teacher educators P6, P7, P8, P13), and some with 10+ years of experience (P1, P2,
P10, P11). Selection of members was based on their experience with self-study research and/
or teaching for meaningfulness. The PLC included members with little or no knowledge of
LAMPE (for example, 3 and 7) alongside others with extensive experience (for example, 9
and 12). Some members used LAMPE regularly in their teacher education practices, some
engaged occasionally, and some had never explicitly prioritised meaningfulness. The
inclusion of members with both attached and detached perspectives was intentional to
promote a critical engagement that would allow the group to make progress. The members
did share some commonalities. All were primarily qualitative researchers and about half had
previously completed practitioner inquiry. An overall exploration and questioning of ideas,

rather than a predetermined acceptance of ideas was, therefore, collectively understood.

Structure of the PLC

The PLC operated for a two-year period — this was deemed a suitable time period for the
exploratory work and was agreed at the outset. The PLC structure combined the overall large
group and small groups; all members were part of both the large group and one small group
(see figure 1). Design of the PLC structure and operation was informed by the theoretical
framing of ‘collaboration’ as occurring on a continuum to include storytelling and scanning,
helping and advising others, sharing of practice, and joint work (Little, 1990; Vangrieken et
al., 2015). The PLC design reflects an understanding of professional learning as happening
through peer-to-peer collaboration, ranging from storytelling to offering advice and problem-
solving, to joint work, involving individuals with a mixture of expertise and experience.

Attention to the volume and quality of interactions was core to both large and small group
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engagements was a key consideration to ensure that collaboration was promoted because this

PLC was situated solely online (Kowalczuk-Waledziak & Underwood, 2023).

The large group met online nine times over a 20-month period on MS Teams. The large
group was led by P1 and P2, who initiated the learning community. Their role involved
devising and sharing meeting agendas, inviting expert inputs identified/requested by the
group, chairing meetings and collating individual responses. The purpose of the large group
meetings was about collective exploration of ideas and knowledge exchange around
meaningful experiences, and to check-in about how each small group was progressing. Each
meeting included a detailed meeting plan with emphasis on collaborative activities, for

example:

1. ‘Food for thought’ presentations on specific topics by both PLC members and invited
guests. For example, an expert guest presented on the topic “What is (not) Meaningful
PE?”

2. Sharing by representatives from the small groups in which they were encouraged to a)
provide an update (where are we?), b) seek input (what is working or not?), ¢) engage
in problem-solving (questions for the group) and identify needs (we need to know
more about...). based on the concept of ‘collaboration’ (Little, 1990; Vangrieken et
al,. 2015).

3. Break-out room discussion — ‘The question I have about LAMPE is...” in which

multiple perspectives were considered.

The questions used as prompts in these activities aligned with Little’s (1990) conception
of collaboration, ranging from story-telling and asking questions to sharing of and

reflection on examples of practice.
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Following Hadar & Brody (2010), the initial focus was on creating a safe space for
discussion, social and professional interactions. This included opportunities for each teacher
educator to introduce themselves, presentations by group members in relation to S-STEP and
meaningfulness in PE, sharing of resources, and opportunities to share and discuss their
interests. These introductory conversations and activities were intended to establish some
common ground and help group members make professional connections. In between

meetings, we accessed a shared repertoire of resources and literature.

Parallel to these large group activities, progress was made following the first meeting
of the large group to establish three small S-STEP groups, with each comprising four teacher
educators based on their preferences for specific inquiries. S-STEP was chosen to frame
small group activities as it offered a flexible structure for professional collaboration aligned
with Little’s (1990) conception of joint work, with shared responsibility for engagements and
outcomes. Specifically, each small group pursued a collaborative S-STEP project based on a
different and self-selected idea connected to meaningfulness (one group focusing each on
social justice, enactment of democratic practices, and understanding the meaningfulness of
being a teacher educator). Members of small groups were in contact regularly by e-mail and
online meetings to share experiences as they implemented their S-STEP research. Within the
small groups, members acted as critical friends to each other in different guises as they
experimented and enacted practices with some connection to the ideas of LAMPE. Each
small group generated data through their inquiry process that was intended for sharing
outside of the group through formal dissemination, aligned with the view that ‘professional
development needs to include efforts to make that implicit expertise explicit and to create

opportunities to share it with others’ (Kelchtermans & Vanderlinde, 2018, p.127).

The large group continued to meet alongside the small group activities, providing a

collaborative sounding board and meeting place for the three small groups to share their
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progress and challenges they faced, and to ask questions for collective consideration.
Towards the end of the two-year period, the small groups shared their final outputs with all

members of the large group.

Data sources related to the PLC

Ethical approval for this research was granted by [Masked for peer review]. All
participants signed informed consent. Following Stake (1995), data sources were selected so
as not to disturb the ordinary activity of the PLC. The perspectives of the participants were
sought in an effort to capture how individuals were experiencing the PLC activities, with

awareness of potential differences in perspectives.

Primary data sources included:

1. Large group sources:

a. Two focus group interviews (1 hour each) at the conclusion of the 20-month
period which included a total of eight of the PLC members.

b. Emails from members including feedback at the end of year one.

c. Transcripts of the large PLC meetings (n=9, 1-2 hours each) as well as
meeting agendas and meeting documentation (PowerPoint presentations,
examples of materials designed for or shared with students).

2. Small group sources:

a. Five peer-reviewed journal articles and PowerPoints from two peer-review
presentations which resulted from small group PLC sharing activities.

b. Update emails from members of each small group sharing progress on
activities.

c. PowerPoint presentation updates of small group activities shared at large

group meetings.
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Together, these sources captured the processes and products of the PLC, giving insight on

members’ experiences of sharing activities and their connection to professional learning.

Data analysis and trustworthiness

Reflexive thematic analysis that combined inductive and deductive approaches was
used to identify and analyse patterns in the data set related to the experiences of members
within the PLC. Recognition of the researcher’s active role in knowledge production (Braun
& Clarke, 2021) was important given the analysis was led by P1 who with P2 led the large
PLC. Analysis of data aimed to go deeper than surface level data interpretation towards
producing nuanced insights that connected to and advanced current understandings of PLC

operations.

The process of coding and identification of key ideas was organic and iterative. With
the purpose of the PLC and the research question in mind, P1 began by reading and
reviewing all the data sources. To forefront the participants’ voices, familiarisation with the
data set was conducted from the end point of data collection and worked chronologically
backwards to the starting point of the PLC. Reviewing the two focus group interviews
conducted at the conclusion of the 20-month period gave an overall sense of how members

had experienced the PLC and key ideas were systematically coded and comments attached.

Next, emails from teacher educators were reviewed and ideas that were emphasised or
recurred were coded. Critical and reflexive engagement involved questioning of how and
why some members’ impressions and experiences were the same or different to others, asking
how individual dispositions coloured their assumptions and engagements, and inevitably
(given the co-lead was conducting the analysis), wondering how things might have played out
differently and how decisions around the operation of the PLC might have impacted upon

participants’ experiences. Finally, documentation from meetings and the transcripts of the
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PLC meetings were reviewed in backward chronological order, less for content than with
attention to the types and extent of inputs from individual members of the group. The outputs

of the three small groups were also reviewed for confirmatory insights.

Making sense of patterns in the codes from all these sources led to identification of
three initial themes related to the membership, structure and outcomes of PLC participation.
These broad initial themes were important to capture multiple perspectives on an issue as it
was clear that members of the PLC had experienced activities quite differently. Due to P1’s
role in organising the PLC, efforts were made to triangulate data sources to ensure
consistency of interpretation and avoid bias towards any one perspective. Next, key
theoretical ideas related to PLCs (Vangrieken et al., 2017; Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-
Trayner, 2015) were used to review initial themes. This resulted in refinement of ideas and
insight on how the findings might contribute to understandings of PLCs. For example,
‘structures’ was refined to be ‘large and small group structures’ and then refined again to
highlight the emphasis on the processes of sharing activities. A summary paragraph along

with a specific name helped to finalise and define each theme.

Stake (1995, p.107) suggests the following questions when conducting case study
analysis: ‘Do we have it right?’ and ‘Are we generating a comprehensive and accurate
description of the case?’ (Stake, 1995, p.107). With these in mind, the summary paragraphs,
along with supporting data were shared with three other members of the PLC (P 6, 7 and 12,
one from each of the small groups). This member check was important given P1’s position as
the PLC co-lead; confidence in the analysis was strengthened as they confirmed the
resonance of ideas with their experiences. Based on their feedback each theme was refined
further and theme 3, related to outcomes was collapsed into the theme related to structures,
and the theme related to membership was refined to emphasise the influence of differences in

perspective. A draft of the full paper was then shared with all authors for comment and
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editing. Following their suggestions, the emphasis on the relationship between collaboration,
structure and membership was fore fronted to strengthen the coherence of the overall
argument. The two final named themes represented a rich, contextualised, illustrative account
of the important ideas related to collaboration in response to the research question. Direct
quotes from participants are presented to provide an evidential basis as well as to bring to life

the story of each theme.

Findings

Collaboration (Little, 1990; Vangrieken et al., 2015) provides the lens to examine the
experiences of members in this online, international PLC. The findings of this single
descriptive case study are presented and analysed in two themes that illustrate the key

features of the PLC that influenced collaboration experiences in this online PLC.

Theme 1: A diverse membership enriched collaboration online

A PLC is defined by the shared purpose of the membership (Wenger-Trayner et al.,
2023). This shared purpose should be owned by the members rather than imposed and can
evolve and be negotiated as a joint enterprise. Members in this PLC held in common the
agreed and shared purpose related to exploring teaching teachers to prioritise meaningfulness

through engagement with the pedagogical principles of LAMPE. For example:

It just helps being part of a bigger group and understanding that there's other
people trying to work out what to do with the framework as well and how you use
it in teacher education... it made me feel part of a bigger movement (PS5,

interview).

Members brought different perspectives to this shared purpose based on their expertise and

experience which influenced the professional learning of members in a number of ways.
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First, the membership included teacher educators who aligned with and used ideas
related to meaningfulness explicitly in their teaching and others who had never engaged in
any depth with these ideas. The online location of the PLC made possible this combination

and created the conditions for rich, reflective engagements during sharing activities:

The bits that probably made me reflect most is when you listen to other people,
because you're hearing a different perspective and that makes you question your
own practice and about what you do and how you present yourself (P5,

interview).

Diverse positioning about prioritising meaningfulness allowed for an open interrogation of
ideas. Participants acknowledged the value of diverse perspectives within the PLC of
avoiding ‘group think’ (P9, interview). The diversity of perspectives within the membership
created conditions that allowed members to direct and stretch the learning focus across time,
moving from a specific focus on the pedagogical principles of LAMPE to a broader
practitioner inquiry about teacher educator practices related to teaching for meaningfulness.

P3 explained:

I think the mix of people was really interesting because...the initial idea was this,
“revise the [LAMPE] principles and refine these” ...but I think we not only

accepted these principles, we challenged them’ (P3, interview).

Sharing activities scaffolded engagement with diverse perspectives and resulted in evolution

of the shared purpose of the PLC to accommodate the members. P5 explained:

You've got to just go with it organically and see where things happen and where
the general consensus leads you to. And I think that's what's happened (PS5,

interview).
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Ultimately, a focus on practitioner inquiry of teacher education practices included all

members in a way that facilitated professional learning.

Second, the location of the PLC online provided a meeting point for teacher educators
from different parts of the world, at different career points, and from different backgrounds to
learn through conversing and collaborating. For example, for P3 from Australia, the
opportunity to work with P2 in North America was a valuable professional learning

engagement:

...the Meaningful PE topic was a bit far from me and it was more important for
me to work on the democratic practice itself, and to work with P2 that I always
wanted to... (P3, interview).
Similarly, early career members valued the opportunity to learn from more experienced
members and to collaborate with other early-career scholars. More experienced members
thrived on the collaboration and sharing across contexts:
...to have access to people like P3 and P2, on a regular basis, I think it's a huge
luxury. And so, I guess, ingraining that in my regular practice beyond the classroom
has been amazing (P11, interview).
The online PLC format allowed for learning through comparison and sharing of insights
from different contexts. The diversity of the membership within this PLC including
members in different locations was possible because of the PLC was online. Sharing by
the diverse membership led to changes in thinking about and enacting teacher education
practices. For example, P12 intended to use a similar model of learning through

interaction and sharing in the future:

... how I might put my own practice under the microscope and how I might

research and share that and collaborate with other people (P12, interview).
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P12’s intention towards future sharing and collaboration is an indication of his positive
experience and the value he placed on peer sharing engagements. The relationships within the
PLC membership provided a foundation for further collaborative sharing too. P9 explained

the value of this collegiality:

The best outcome for me has been the connections with people. P12 came up to
visit in the summer and I don't think that would have happened... We just got to
chew the fat on lots of issues around our roles and our jobs, some of the research
that we're both involved in... And that's that for me is probably been the most

powerful outcome from the group (P9, interview).

Structured collaboration activities that emphasised sharing promoted peer interactions with a
range of perspectives that advanced the professional learning of PLC members. The diversity
of experience, location and expertise enriched these sharing engagements and resulted in
enhanced professional learning. These findings highlight how collaborative sharing activities
embedded in the structure of the PLC allowed the benefits of a diverse membership to
emerge in an online environment. This finding provides direction when considering the
membership of a physical education teacher education PLC: including members with
different perspectives, levels of experience and expertise can enhance the value of

collaboration activities online.

Theme 2: A dual large-small group structure provided complementary opportunities for

collaboration online

The structure of a PLC matters to how the community is developed. For example,
Wenger-Trayner et al., (2023) suggest that community can be encouraged or stimulated, but

participation cannot be forced. The structure of this PLC included large meetings with all
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members, as well as separate small group meetings arranged by members of the small groups;

the nature of collaboration within each of these groups mattered to members.

The large group

The large group provided an overall structure for participants’ professional
engagement, and lines up with the defining characteristics of learning communities in
education (Vangrieken et al., 2017). Collaboration through story-telling and asking questions
(Little, 1990) were a feature of all large group meetings. For example, members learned from
each other by listening to the groups report in (P9, e-mail) and seeking advice on topics (P7,
e-mail). Sharing activities included presentations by individuals, small group sharing progress
updates, presentations on specific aspects of their S-STEP processes and drafting abstracts to
summarise their learning. Sharing at the level of each small group, rather than individually,
provided cover for members to share more openly: ‘... there were so many people in the
room...and we were on Zoom, and some of us didn't know each other’ (P6, interview). Some
members identified these sharing activities as central to their PLC experiences. P10 shared,
‘It has stretched me professionally and been a valuable source of personal reflection and
growth’. Collaboration through sharing activities in large group meetings provided a steady

rhythm to the learning community by providing purpose and direction to the learning process:

It was good being in the larger group, it gave us a sense of belonging to something
bigger... because there was some stewardship to that larger group from P1 and
P2. It gave us a sense of direction, which meant that when we went into those

small groups, we felt like we knew where we were going (P9, interview).

Large group meetings provided an opportunity for collaboration through collective
sharing that charted the PLC’s trajectory. The small groups promoted a more intimate,

but complementary, opportunity for collaboration that was highly valued by the members.
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The small groups

The purpose of each small group was to engage in collaborative S-STEP research
related to an agreed topic area connected to teaching for meaningfulness. Reflecting
Little’s (1990) conception of joint work, these small groups operated according to several
parameters of S-STEP methodology in which collaboration was central; members acting
as critical friends to one another; again, sharing of practice was central to this role. For

example, P3 describes how P2, P3 and P8 engaged:

As critical friends, we sought to be caring of one another but were also open to
being challenged in respectful ways that would help deepen our individual and

collective understanding of PETE practice (P3 et al, 2024, journal article).

P11 appreciated how collaboration with ‘critical friends’ provided an out of the ordinary
opportunity for reflection on practice. More authentic relationships and more intimate sharing

within the small groups fostered deeper learning. P6 explained:

The small groups were richer spaces for learning and interacting just by nature of
their being fewer people... they were definitely spaces of learning and rich
dialogue... those small groups were super valuable to actually make sense of your
practice and engage in dialogue and challenge ideas and learn from each other

(P6, interview).

Collaboration through sharing with others in these small groups promoted reflection
on practice that resulted in clarification and refinement of individual purposes and practices.

P11 analysed their experiences and explained:

It was valuable in a few ways. So, it creates a space for reflection and exploration of
key pedagogical dispositions and ideas, which you don't get, at least in my typical

pedagogical life, gave me access to willing critical friends, which prompted me to ask,
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I guess, bigger and more meaningful questions about my teaching... has encouraged
me to be more explicit and intentional about what I'm doing and why (P11,

interview).

Sharing of practice through S-STEP were instrumental in promoting this clarity about
intentions. Everyone saw benefits from these small group engagements. Adoption of an S-

STEP methodology proved an effective structure for small group collaboration online.

Small-large group combination

The structure of the PLC (large group and small group) was designed to support
collaboration resulting in production in scholarly outlets by each small group. The success of
the dual structure is evident in their publication of five peer review journal articles and two
conference presentations about their participation. Two of these focused on social justice and
meaningfulness (P1 et al, P6 et al.), one was about enactment of teaching for meaningfulness
(P4 et al.), one about meaningful work (P4 et al.) and one about democratic practice (P3 et
al.). Positioning formal sharing of learning as an outcome of the PLC ensured momentum of

collaboration activities was sustained in an online environment.

For some, this identified goal as an endpoint of collaboration provided momentum to
their engagement as it helped them to meet professional requirements: ‘... So, having a paper
or a conference presentation as an output and end goal that gave us a sense of purpose’ (P9,
interview). Integrating the production of outputs in small group purposes incentivised some

and sustained engagement in the collaboration. P11 shared:

It was so valuable, that was enough for me to keep going back... neoliberalism creeps
in every now and again, “Come on where is this going? Anywhere? Nowhere?

Everywhere?’ (P11, interview).
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The combination of large and small group meetings provided complementary opportunities
for collaboration that together effectively supported professional learning online for
participants. Accountability of the small groups to report on progress to the overall large
group meetings helped the industry and productivity of the small groups. P12 explained the

relationship:

The small group was what was incredibly meaningful for me and I felt the larger
group was much more practical and pragmatic about where we were going and

what we were trying to do (P12, interview).

Through structured sharing interactions, the large group provided a space of collective
collaboration while also giving a level of accountability to the small groups. The small
groups use of collaborative S-STEP to organise their collaboration facilitated individuals to
direct their professional learning based on their needs and interests. These findings provide
evidence of the value of a dual structure to promote teacher educator collaboration in an

online PLC.

Discussion

The enabling dual structure of the large-small groups, with a diverse membership,
scaffolded valuable collaboration in this online PLC. This finding responds to Hadar and
Brody’s (2017) call for illustrative accounts of #ow teacher educators learn in communities,
highlighting the value and suitability of an online international PLC to support physical
education teacher educator learning. Building on current understandings of PLC operation for
physical education teacher educators (Patton & Parker, 2107; Parker et al, 2022), this
research contributes new insight in capturing #ow the diverse makeup of the membership
operated within the small-large group dual structure to promote valuable collaboration for

members. Loughran (2014, p.271) argues that ‘the manner in which teacher educators learn to
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traverse their world of work in the development of their knowledge, skills, and ability is
important’. These findings illustrate some of the features of an online PLC that shaped and

supported the professional collaboration experiences of these teacher educators.

The composition of the membership influences both the dynamics and effectiveness
of the PLC (Vangrieken et al., 2017). For teachers, a heterogeneous membership can hamper
effective functioning and reduce sharing inclinations (Vangrieken et al., 2017). In contrast,
Theme 1 illustrates how the variety of expertise and experience within the membership
activated sharing activities and resulted in a broad and rich professional learning experience
for members. Collaboration within the large group, including story-telling, asking questions
and sharing practices (Little, 1990), facilitated clarification and advancement of their
understanding of ideas. Opportunities to critique the ideas being explored helped teacher
educators, such as P12, clarify the value and place of the particular innovation in their
practice. Through this collaboration, a variety of perspectives were affirmed and able to co-
exist within the learning community. Both early career researchers and more experienced
teacher educators appreciated the dedicated space to learn from others through interaction and
sharing of practice. These findings complement those found in a research-focused
international collaboration in physical education (Rufino et al., 2025), suggesting that there
are some common features across both professional learning and research-focused

international collaborations. In both, a diverse membership enhanced interactions.

Theme 2 demonstrates how embedding a variety of collaboration activities in the
structure of the PLC supported authentic and valuable interactions in an online environment
(Kowalczuk-Walgdziak and Underwood, 2023; Lantz-Andersson et al., 2018). Large group
meetings maintained an overall shared purpose. Breaking isolation (Hadar & Brody, 2010;
Patton & Parker, 2017) is critical for the successful operation of teacher educator PLCs. In

this online PLC, small group membership provide cover for members to ask questions, tell
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stories, and share in the large group, ensuring that the richness each member brought to the
learning community was harnessed to the benefit of all the members. Structured sharing, that
included story-telling, asking questions and seeking advice (Little, 1990), provided clarity
and momentum to individual’s learning and ensured that there was a consistent focus on
sharing of expertise (Kelchtermans and Vanderlinde, 2018). In small groups, S-STEP offered
more intimate and interdependent collaboration with agency and flexibility to select a specific
focus to play to their interests and strengths. Outputs that resulted indicate the merits of using
S-STEP as a framework to promote collaboration online for teacher educators. It is
noteworthy that all members were part of the public sharing of learning that resulted,

indicating that this approach suited the diverse membership too.

Together, these findings provide direction on design of online PLCs for physical
education teacher educators, with merit in a dual structure that combines large and small
group activities with a diverse membership. While keeping in mind that ‘there is no one
recipe for the creation and maintenance’ of learning communities (Patton & Parker, 2017,
p.358), others can learn from the story of how this PLC was structured and operated. First,
these findings highlight the value of carefully considering who is part of a teacher educator
PLC. While establishing a shared focus at the outset is important, we suggest resisting the
temptation to only include those with a known interest in the topic. We acknowledge that
contradictory perspectives can be unhelpful, but a variety of member perspectives avoids the
risk of a silo or group think. Wenger et al., (2023) remind us that a PLC is unlikely to sustain
unless members feel a strong connection to the focus and purpose of the PLC. The
conundrum is how to draw teacher educators into PLCs when they may not be inclined to
commit to deep engagement on a topic about which they are sceptical. The structure
presented in this case study provides a collaboration compromise — a lesser time commitment

to the large group with flexibility for more investment in the small groups with a tighter, self-
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selected focus and potential for more intimate engagements. While some relationship
building overall is compromised, a wider net of participants, across contexts, can be

supported to engage in collaboration with the PLC purposes.

Second, promotion of multiple perspectives and a questioning of ideas through
interactive sharing activities, with opportunities to learn from others as well as critique, was
crucial to this PLC accommodating all members. Using methodological dispositions, such as
practitioner research, as a PLC umbrella can allow teacher educators to explore a variety of
topics that they otherwise might not engage with. S-STEP provided a suitable structure online
that enabled joint work representing interdependent collaboration with agency (Little, 1990).
We suggest that the nature and role of teacher educators make them particularly suited to
more open than closed agendas within a diverse membership. In addition, we recommend
intentionally planning for a range of collaboration activities from across the continuum
(Little, 1990). The topic of this PLC was new to some; opportunities to ask questions and
share stories of implementation were important to building capacity for more interdependent

collaboration within small groups.

Third, the online and international nature of the PLC were important structural
elements that no doubt affected the quality of collaboration (Kowalczuk-Waledziak &
Underwood, 2023; Lantz-Andersson et al., 2018). Relationship building was challenging for
members in the large PLC meetings initially. Members leaned on established relationships to
trust the activities of the overall PLC; without these previous bonds to draw on, this online
PLC would have needed much greater time to build the trust required. The small group
collaborations supported relationship building that strengthened the overall collaboration. In
addition, inclusion of PLC members from the USA and Canada, Australia and Western
Europe caused logistical challenges for the timing of meetings. All these structural factors

prompt consideration of the appropriate number and location of members for a given PLC
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structure when face-to-face relationship building is not possible. Wenger et al., (2023) remind
us that there is no magic number for a community to operate successfully and thus it is up to
members to contribute in ways that make sense to them. Still, this PLC was a valuable
experience that was relevant for all the members despite the challenges of early morning and
late-night online meetings; collaboration activities provided a sense of purpose that motivated
members to surmount these challenges and sustain engagement. Teacher educators can take
on board how these members judged their experiences and continue to seek ways to

accommodate and promote worthwhile peer teacher educator collaborations.

Fourth, participation in this international online PLC was entirely voluntary. The
professional learning demonstrated suggests this type of PLC merits replication through
intentional planning and support. It is remarkable that engagement in this PLC was, for some,
perceived as their only opportunity to engage in professional conversation with peers.
International organisations can play a role in scaffolding the establishment of international
PLCs and provide impetus for these collaborations to be a recognised and funded part of
teacher educators’ professional lives. Wenger et al., (2023) assert that a community should
not persist beyond its usefulness. This community had a pre-determined timeframe of two
years. The endpoint was marked by continued collaboration. For these teacher educators, the
PLC activities were time well spent and the public sharing of learning in five peer review
publications indicates the depth and quality of collaboration supported. This PLC, therefore,
provides some direction on how the design of PLCs online for teacher educators can sustain

high quality collaboration across time.

There are some limitations. Decisions related to the overall design and operation of
this PLC were made primarily by the two initiators. While shared ownership and decision-
making with all members were promoted, overall direction was provided by these two

leaders. At each critical juncture, such as formation of the small groups, different leaders may
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have taken the PLC in another direction. In addition, the membership and context of the PLC
shaped the findings. The generalisation of these findings to other PLCs is therefore made
cautiously with emphasis on a shared purpose and expectations and clear ways of working.
There is also a risk of bias with an ‘insider’ story such as this, authored by the members of
the case. To counteract this, members of the PLC were involved in member checking and
confirming that the story represented their experiences. Still, ensuring all viewpoints are
captured is challenging and there is merit in in-depth exploration of the particular experiences
of different members of a PLC. Future directions for research could include further
exploration and refinement of which types of collaboration are most valuable within a dual
structure combining large group and small group activities to promote self-directed and

purposeful learning.

Conclusion

These findings highlight two features of an online professional learning community
that influenced physical education teacher educators’ experiences of collaboration. First, the
richness of a diverse membership enhanced professional collaboration online. Second, a dual
structure, combining large and small group activities provided complementary collaboration
opportunities in an online environment. Together, these findings contribute to understanding

how to promote rich professional collaboration in teacher educator PLCs online.
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