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Contextualisation

Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) are internationally acknowledge to foster school development and
pupils’ achievement (Admiraal, Schenke, De Jong, Emmelot, & Sligte, 2019).

The Erasmus+ project “Professional Learning Communities as a means for bringing teacher professionalization
in teacher education” (TePinTeach) is being currently developed by five European universities (Weingarten, Trond-
heim, Voralberg, Nicosia and Malaga) and one school authority (Linképing) with experience in teacher education
and in setting up and accompanying PLCs. The partners had previously worked together in the “Heads Using Profes-
sional Learning Communities” (HeadsUP) project where we learned that, for a real understanding of PLCs, personal
experience of this strategy for professional development is essential. This experience could then be provided early in
their formal preparation (Kansteiner et al., 1999) so that student-teachers could become familiar with PLCs during
their teacher education courses at the university (Kansteirner, Stamann, Buhren, & Theurl, 2020).

Although a number of teacher development initiatives are being currently implemented, encouraged and
recognised by the different educational authorities and also promoted within individual schools which have some
common elements with the notion of PLCs, PLCs are not a widespread teacher development modality in Spain.
In fact, leaving aside those who participated in the HeadsUP project, neither the students nor the teachers/head-
teachers who were questioned in order to elaborate a national report within the framework of the project had ever
heard about this concept. This project promotes PLCs in teacher education and shows the possibilities for practi-
sing teachers to also benefit from a combined PLC of student teachers and mentors. The impact of the project is
expected to reach the student teachers -so that they get familiar with PLC work and practice it in their university
program and hopefully later for their further professionalization- and also mentors, heads and teacher trainers who
are not yet familiar with PLCs.

Description of the experience

The present paper focuses on the activities developed within the framework of this project in Mélaga and Voralberg,.
The first activities within the project have been:
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a) establish student teachers PLCs (SPLCs)

b) elaborate a National report (NR). This NR includes both a list of needs that need to be addressed by
the program training programme and their indicative solutions, and identifies chances and risks of
future cooperation of student-teachers and mentors in a PLC.

a) As the main aim of the project is bringing the knowledge of PLC work into university methodology by
experiencing and reflecting on students PLCs, we have set up SPLCs and accompanied them to provide the chan-
ce for these students to experience this form of collaborative learning. We have started collecting the experiences
of fifteen students who were in the last in their last internship period (this period lasts 15 week) of the Primary
Education Bachelor’s Degree (Malaga). The need for initiatives like this was confirmed by the findings obtained
already as most of the students admitted that they had no or quite limited formal preparation for further professio-
nal development. As far as the University of Mélaga is concerned, the main problem is to fit the SPLC model into
the established Practicum system (Allen & Wright, 2014). In Austria a group of six students in their first year of
Primary Education Bachelor’s Degree and in their first internship period will work in a SPLC.

b) In order to obtain data for the NR, in Spain and Austria, we have used interviews, questionnaires and focus
groups organized according to interest areas:

— Fifty-five students were asked both in a group interview format and through a questionnaire;

— three mentors were interviewed and two completed an online questionnaire;

— nine primary and two secondary headteachers whose schools receive student teachers each year were
interviewed in a focus group format; and

— twenty-five university teacher trainers of both primary and secondary student teachers were inter-
viewed in a focus group format.

The NR includes relevant information about the current status of learning opportunities for student-teachers
(university phases/internship phases) in the contexts of PLCs in the following aspects from the perspective of the
different focus: Concepts of cooperation, learning communities....; what is being practiced in which levels (uni-
versity, schools etc.); benefits they see; difficulties they encounter, and what they would like to have in the future to
improve their learning opportunities in PLCs.

Conclusions

Taking into account that we are just in the first year of the project, it is still early days for drawing conclusions.
Opverall, the experience has been positive although its impact has been certainly limited. There seems to be a need
for initiatives like this as pre-service teacher education practicum is often not good enough (Ulvik & Smith, 2011).

Evaluation data provided by different stakeholders (academic and school mentors, head teachers and stu-
dent teachers) seem to indicate that the project is worthwhile and relevant, as it connects collaborative learning
and long-life professional development, two key ingredients to improve quality professional development (Ulvik,
Helleve, & Smith, 2018). The participants were also particularly appreciative of the opportunities for discussions
and reflection —an essential feature of PLCs— as it is difficult to experience real collaborative work, share personal
experiences about teaching and learning, and discuss educational issues deeply within large groups.
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