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Abstract

This article is the result of an international collaboration between two academics who work
closely with local schools as critical friends, each in their own PLC setting. This exploratory
study aims to apply an analytical model in order to illustrate possibilities and clarify silences or
missing links in collegial learning conversations. The analytical model is applied to analyse col-
legial learning conversations from two PLC settings, along with collegial conversations between
the two researchers. The analysis was guided by three core considerations: What? Why? How?
Two purposely selected transcripts of conversations with two separate PLCs, along with anec-
dotal notes from our conversations as research colleagues, provided the base for analysis.
Findings generated by the application of the analytical model indicated that teachers’ PLC con-
versations were most explicit in relation to identifying what elements of practice to improve and
how to improve teaching and learning, rather than articulating why change initiatives to develop
professional knowledge were needed or on what basis they were chosen. In turn, this prompted
the researchers to become more aware of ‘why’ considerations in their own work as researchers.
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Introduction

This article is the result of an international collaboration between two academics who
both work closely with Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) at local schools.
Our aim with this article is twofold. Firstly, we seek to apply an analytical model for
the purpose of enhancing collegial learning by challenging assumptions about pur-
poses, tools and practices. In particular, we apply the analytical model to illustrate
possibilities and clarify silences and missing links in such conversations. Secondly,
our intention is to explore how this model may provide a lens for researchers work-
ing together as critical friends. In this context, we hope that the model may highlight
silences and ‘why’ considerations when one researcher (A) challenges their critical
friend’s (researcher B) assumptions and interpretations about B’s study context and
vice versa.

In regard to the latter, our research collaboration was initially prompted three
years ago when one author (the Australian) contacted the other (Swedish) author,
after reading one of the latter’s articles about their research as a critical friend to a
PLC in Sweden. The Australian author had come across this publication while in the
process of reflecting on and researching their own practice as a critical friend to a PLC
at a school in regional Australia. This initial, incidental common point of interest has
grown into an intercontinental collegial research collaboration, framed around our
reflections about our work with PLCs in our respective contexts.

Drawing on seminal reviews of research into PLCs (for example, Vescio, Ross,
& Adams, 2008), we define the term ‘PLC’ as an organisational structure with a
core purpose of developing teachers’ professional knowledge and enhancing stu-
dent learning through critical reflection and collegial conversations. Such collegial
conversations generally require an evidence base, in the form of students’ work
samples, instructional plans or teaching materials, upon which discussion between
teachers is centered (Little & Curry, 2009). However, data-based conversations
do not just involve adding data to the conversations—they require the adoption
of a way of thinking and of challenging ideas in pursuit of new knowledge (Earl &
Timperley, 2009). In turn, challenging the status quo and adopting new ways of
thinking entail data-informed changes to practice. Previous research suggests that
sustainable change does not occur within a PLC unless the participants feel empow-
ered as professionals, understand the aim and underpinning principles of change
initiatives and explore ways of implementing new ideas and learning, integrating
them into their existing practices, structures and processes (Butler et al., 2011;
Jacobsen & Buch, 2016). Initiatives to develop professional knowledge require that
opportunities for reflection and the exchange of ideas are created, by which colle-
gial conversations about teaching and learning become merged with deep collabo-
ration involving evidence and inquiry (Butler et al., 2011; Earl & Timperley, 2009;
Samuelsson, 2018).
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The aim of this article is to apply an analytical model to illustrate possibilities and
clarify silences or missing links in collegial learning conversations. The research was
guided by three core considerations: What? Why? How? Of these, ‘what’ constituted
content (aligned with the purpose); ‘why’ articulated the PLC’s purpose and its shared
goals; and ‘how’ referred to the repertoire of systematic methods, tools and strategies
which the PLC applied to achieve its purposes.

PLC identity

Before outlining the focus of this article—applying an analytical model to illus-
trate possibilities and clarify silences or missing links for the purposes of enhancing
learning and challenging assumptions about purposes, tools and practices within a
PLC—it would be appropriate to clarify how we conceptualize key elements of a PLC
and our roles as researchers within such. As stated above, the core purpose of a PLC is
to develop teachers’ professional knowledge and enhance student learning through
critical reflection and collegial conversations. However, the nature of the critical
reflections and conversations within a PLC is characterised and framed by the shared
professional identity of the group. The professional identity, in turn, is constituted by
common reference points.

The literature includes several helpful conceptualizations of common reference
points on which a community identity is built. For example, Banks (1998) presents
a cross-cultural framework to understand community which includes values, per-
spectives, behaviours, beliefs and knowledge as its defining points. A recent adap-
tion of Banks’ framework incorporates features of effective learning communities
(Coates, 2017; Woods & Macfarlane, 2017), in which a PLC’s common reference
points relate to shared vision, values, culture and ethos (Fletcher, 2019). The term
‘vision’ refers to those common ideals and goals the PLC aspires to achieve. ‘Val-
ues’ refers to the PLC standards of behaviour and beliefs about what is important.
‘Culture and ethos’ is to be understood as the spirit of the PLC, the climate which is
manifested in its shared customs, rituals, symbols, stories and language (Woods &
Macfarlane, 2017).

Svedberg (2016) offers a different way of looking at a PLC by presenting profes-
sional identity as a concept that is framed by three considerations—why, what and
how—which in turn are founded on trust, motivation and significance. In Svedberg’s
(2016) framework, ‘why’ articulates the group’s purpose and its shared goals; and
‘what’ refers to focal points that align with the group’s purpose, which therefore are
prioritised and deemed to be essential. The third consideration, ‘how’, refers to the
repertoire of systematic methods and strategies which the group applies as a collegial
body to achieve its purposes. The ‘how’ consideration also takes into account what
strategies the group employs to gauge progress and determine whether the methods
used are effective for achieving the group’s goals.
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Figure 1: Conceptualization of collegial identity related to learning and school improvement
(adapted from Svedberg, 2016; Woods & Macfarlane, 2017)

When applied to the context of this article (Figure 1), in which a PLC is an organi-
sational structure, ‘what’ constitutes content that aligns with the PLC’s purpose,
‘why’ relates to the strategic goal of the PLC, and ‘how’ refers to the repertoire
of systematic methods, tools and strategies which the PLC applies to achieve its
purposes. These concepts are underpinned by a foundation of trust, motivation and
agency. As noted by PytlikZillig and Kimbrough (2016), the literature has variously
defined trust is a behavioural, cognitive or affective construct which may be man-
ifested through beliefs, attitudes, intentions and behaviours. Drawing on previous
distinctions and definitions of trust (Castaldo et al., 2010; Li, 2007; Rousseau et al.,
1998, cited in PytlikZillig and Kimbrough, 2016), we conceptualize trust within a
PLC context as a relational, interdependent relationship between a trustor who relies
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upon a trustee in a context which includes uncertainty, vulnerability and/or risk. We
see trust as an affective and cognitive outcome, which is built through an emotional
process that involves action and expectations. Trust is widely seen as an essential
factor for learning (Baskerville & Goldblatt, 2009; Swaffield, 2008; Zimmerman
Nilsson et al., 2018). While trust is largely dependent on personal relationships, it
may be developed through the sharing of knowledge about learning, methods and
analytical tools which can be used to facilitate improvements in teaching practice.
The second foundation component on which the pyramid is based is motivation. In
this article, motivation is understood as a concept covering intentions and factors
that promote the way people understand the relationship between the particular
behaviour they engage in and the particular outcomes they expect to achieve as a
result (Deci et al., 1991; Wigfield & Eccles, 2000). The third element that underpins
group professional practice is agency, which refers to the idea that people inten-
tionally exert influence over their functioning and the course of events that results
from their actions (Bandura, 2006, 2012). In a professional context such as a PLC,
agency may be enacted as participants make choices, express ideas and sugges-
tions and take stances concerning work practices (Vdhdsantanen et al., 2017). As
Biesta, Priestley and Robinson (2015) point out, agency is something people do,
rather than a capacity, competence or property they have. For example, Emirbayer
and Mische (1998) describe agency as largely shaped by the interplay of social and
relational factors: by behavioural components such as a person’s habitual actions,
which require their attention and effort, and by internal factors, such as how they
go about problematising, deciding and implementing actions effectively under
particular circumstances. Vdhdsantanen and Eteldpelto (2015) elaborate the con-
cept further by emphasising the significance of an emotional dimension of agency
in a professional context. In particular, they argue that emotions which result from
the work have consequences for the enactment of professional agency and this
enactment leads to further emotions. In this vein, Vdhdsantanen and Eteldpelto
(2015) stress that agency in a professional context is a multifaceted concept which
may relate to making changes, but also to upholding the state of affairs resisting
change.

Research methodology
Settings and data set

The data reported in this article derives from PLC conversations recorded in meet-
ings from two separate PLCs, one at a school in Australia and one in Sweden, which
the individual authors had an ongoing collaboration about. While our data sets
included multiple conversations at these settings (captured over a time span which
exceeded a year), for the purpose of exploring how the analytical model might
be applied to collegial learning conversations to illustrate possibilities and clar-
ify silences and missing links, we decided to use a small data set which involved a
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recorded conversation from each respective PLC. Our selected recordings were from
late-stage meetings from each PLC, captured at a time when the PLC work was as
mature as possible. The two data sets to which we applied the theoretical frame-
work represented two examples of approximately twenty minutes of conversation
and reflection among the PLCs about teaching practice. Each recording was made by
the respective author, who was familiar with the participants and well immersed in
the setting.

Our co-analysis of data from the two settings enabled us to explore how the model
might enable researchers to highlight silences and ‘why’ considerations and to chal-
lenge the other researcher’s assumptions and interpretations about their study con-
text. The process of collaboratively analysing the data (outlined below) generated a
shared set of insights about collegial learning. Working with the analytical process as
critical friends also challenged our viewpoints and assumptions about the PLCs and
presented alternative interpretations of the data.

Of the two PLCs from which the collegial conversations were captured, the Austral-
ian PLC consisted of ten teachers at a primary school in regional Victoria, Australia.
This PLC was focused on developing student learning in literacy. The PLC had invited
the first author as a critical friend a year before the conversations informing this arti-
cle were recorded. The other PLC consisted of ten teachers and one principal at a pri-
mary school in regional Sweden. This PLC had been working with the second author for
two years on developing its professional learning and the impact on student learning
through Wenger’s (1998) framework of joint enterprise (content), shared tools and
mutual engagement.

Each study involving the two PLCs was conducted in accordance with the Human
Research Ethics Committees’ guidelines. Informed consent was gained from the school
principals and teachers. All participants were assured that they were free to withdraw
from the study at any time, without prejudice. The collected data were kept secure,
and the anonymity of participants was protected by all their real names being replaced

before the data was coded and analysed by the two researchers.

Researcher positionality

As researchers, we were positioned as critical friends to our respective PLCs. As crit-
ical friends, our designated roles entailed playing an active role in the conversation
by challenging the PLC members’ assumptions about their practice and viewpoints
and by asking challenging questions to stimulate reflection (Costa & Kallick, 1993;
Swaffield, 2008).

Similarly, the collaboration between us as researchers is a form of critical friend-
ship, in which we seek input from each other to challenge our respective assumptions
and thereby stimulate our reflection as researchers. In this vein, we wanted to explore
how working as critical friends in a research capacity might offer new insights on each
other’s data sets.
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Data analysis

As described above, the focus of this article is on exploring how the analytical frame-
work (Svedberg, 2016) with its three core considerations—What? Why? How?—may be
used to highlight gaps and clarify silences. This framework was used to co-analyse
the selected conversation segments from the two PLCs. As a first step, each author
familiarised themselves with the two data sets by individually identifying their initial
thoughts and questions, prompted by reading the transcripts.

In the second step of the analysis, we compared our respective thoughts before
re-reading the transcripts and coding them in line with Svedberg’s (2016) what-why-
how considerations. This process highlighted a different range of ‘what’, as the con-
versation of each PLC was framed by its unique purposes, values and content. However,
the analysis of the PLC conversations revealed common threads in respect to teachers’
descriptions of educational focus points and their use of systematic methods to con-
sider and inform their repertoire of teaching and learning strategies.

The third analytical step entailed synthesising the why-what-how coding with an
adapted version of DuFour’s (2004) critical questions. This involved coding for con-
siderations such as what teachers expect students to learn; indications that students
have learnt something; teachers’ responses when students have/have not shown that
they have learnt something; knowledge needed to advance the progress of students;
and changes to teacher practice to improve impact. This phase of analysis generated
five categories of data: 1) recognising the need to use data indicating prior learning
to inform next teaching steps; 2) scaffolding considerations to manage the learning
environment; 3) gathering evidence of learning; 4) processing evidence of learning;
and 5) managing organisational considerations. In the final phase of analysis, the
data codes were organised into synthesized examples illustrating possibilities and
missing links in PLC conversations about purposes, tools and practices to enhance
teaching and learning.

Limitations

The findings presented here are necessarily limited in aim and scope, as this is pri-
marily a theoretical article based on two small data sets from two different settings.
Nevertheless, we hope that the findings in this article will contribute by offering an
analytical model that can be applied to guide critical reflection and collegial conversa-
tions for the purposes of developing teachers’ professional knowledge and enhancing
student learning.

Findings and discussion

Our application of the theoretical framework to the sample conversations generated
four sets of emerging findings. Three of the sets of findings primarily focus on ‘how’
and ‘what’ considerations. The final set outlines the less evident ‘why’ considerations,
such as they featured in the collegial conversation samples.
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‘What’ and ‘how’: Recognising the need to use data indicating
prior learning to inform the next steps of teaching

The most prevalent types of considerations in the sample PLC conversations were
teachers raising content related to ‘what’ concerns, combined with ‘how’ issues
related to methods, tools and strategies. A key feature in the teachers’ conversations
related to the notion of collecting evidence of student learning, which conforms with
the notion of using work samples or teaching plans as a common point of collegial
conversations (Little & Curry, 2009). Some comments were very specific, such as a
colleague noting what particular vocabulary students had used in a lesson (‘what’)
and wondering how prior teaching had led to students developing such sophisticated
language. The specificity of this query may have been prompted by the particularities
of the PLC meeting in which the conversation was recorded. As a result of an earlier
conversation in a previous meeting, the teachers at the school had decided to employ
a particular strategy, namely, to include short video clips from their own lessons, to
help facilitate a shared discussion of practice (what and how) in the subsequent PLC
meeting. This initiative appeared to align with the idea of teachers enacting agency
by expressing ideas and making suggestions around work practices (Vdahdsantanen
et al., 2017), which in turn is shaped by the interplay of social and relational factors
(Bandura, 2012; Biesta et al., 2015; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). It also points to
the significance of agency, trust and motivation providing the foundation for
collegial practice.

While conversations such as this primarily focused on ‘what’ and ‘how’, they
implied a ‘why’ (purpose/goal) by inferring that teachers perceived the need to
apply data and evidence of student learning to inform their everyday teaching prac-
tice. The theoretical framework’s foundational components of trust, motivation
and agency also featured when conversations highlighted the potential to develop
a shared understanding of each other’s practice within the PLC. For example, some
teachers volunteering to film a segment of a lesson enabled an aspect of their
practice to be put forward as a discussion point at the PLC meeting. This initiative
implies that members of the PLC had a sense of agency and motivation to develop
professional practice within the PLC and also that they trusted their colleagues to
the degree that they were willing to put themselves in a situation of some uncer-
tainty. In turn, the filming prompted conversations in which colleagues highlighted
‘what’ considerations such as particular indicators of students’ learning they had

noted in the clip:

What resonated was just some of the responses, like I was quite impressed
with [students aged 5] [able] to articulate vocabulary like “the elephant

is sweating”. And Sara asked “why is the title called ... ‘the Fun Run’?”

So, I'was just wondering what support you’ve given them beforehand ...
(Teacher, Australian PLC)
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As indicated in the quote above, by the query about ‘what support’, teachers also
sought to clarify ‘how’ aspects of their colleague’s practice, for example, by ask-
ing how they sought to promote the learning of particular students, what techniques
they employed to assess students’ prior knowledge, or how they had scaffolded prior
learning.

As noted above, teachers taking the initiative to film their practice and sharing it
with colleagues can be seen as a manifestation of agency, motivation and trust. While
the filming of practice and ensuing collegial conversations present possibilities to
improve practice, there is also a risk that the conversation becomes overwhelming for
the volunteer, who as a trustee is placed in a situation where they are potentially vul-
nerable (PytlikZillig & Kimbrough, 2016). For us as authors, this realisation became
evident through the process of co-analysing the data sets. For example, the conver-
sation illustrated in the quote above, in which a PLC viewed and discussed elements
of their colleague’s practice, was perceived by the author embedded in the Australian
setting as a positive indicator of trust. This author interpreted the initiative of filming
each other’s practice as a ‘how’ response prompted by the PLC teachers being clear
about the shared purpose, the ‘why’, although the later was not explicitly articulated.
By contrast, during the co-analysis of the data sets, the other author highlighted how
they perceived the conversation as potentially confronting for the teacher whose prac-
tice was being discussed. This prompted us to reflect on how the theoretical frame-
work helped us clarify missing links or silences in our own interpretations of the data
captured at the settings which we are very familiar with. Our ensuing discussion also
highlighted the significant role of trust, agency and motivation in underpinning the
work of a PLC. Moreover, might these elements constitute the difference between pos-
sibilities and silences when sharing one’s professional practice? Previous research
emphasizes the need for teachers to feel empowered as professionals, which in turn
necessitates that they understand the purposes and motivations for change initiatives
(Butler et al., 2011). This would suggest that PLC colleagues need to perceive that ‘why’
considerations that set the direction of the PLC’s work need to be of importance, or
else the process of working to realise possibilities will go nowhere. The specific content
in a PLC cannot be imposed by outsiders (Banks, 1998; Fletcher, 2019), but is created
by those who share questions, concerns, problems and needs (Woods & Macfarlane,
2017). A PLC is also characterised by mutual engagement in procedures, tools, con-
cepts and different ways of acting, i.e., a shared repertoire to illuminate ‘why’ as well
as ‘how’ questions (cf. Wenger, 1998).

The application of the theoretical framework to illustrate possibilities and clarify
silences or missing links in collegial learning conversations provided several exam-
ples where the PLC comments ostensibly articulated ‘how’ or ‘what’ considerations,
but implied the significance of trust, motivation and agency. This is illustrated in the
quote below, in which the teacher compares methods and content associated with ‘the
Maths Boost’ teaching and learning initiative with the current work of the PLC. The
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teacher’s description of the latter conveys a greater sense of motivation and agency to
enhance their own practice.

To my mind, two years ago when we worked on ‘The Maths Boost’ many
teachers felt pressured by the set pace. Now we have the opportunity

to stop and really examine and drill down in what we want. (Teacher,
Swedish PLC)

This quote indicates a sense of ownership and agency, in which teachers enact the
possibility to ‘examine and drill down’ to enhance learning. The quote also suggests a
motivation to enhance practice by teachers identifying elements of their teaching that
they might change to become more effective as teachers and increase the impact of
their instruction. These descriptions included gathering and scrutinising the impact
of explicit teaching strategies, as well as drawing on peer feedback to identify specific
aspects of one’s own practice in order to improve.

In regard to the teachers’ reflection about enhancing student learning as well as
identifying those aspects of their practice they might change to increase impact, the
quotes above primarily align with our adopted model of Svedberg’s (2016) ‘what’ and
‘how’ considerations. The ‘what’ in the quotes above illustrates content and values
that align with the PLCs’ purpose, which is to enhance students’ learning. Closely con-
nected to the teachers’ articulation of purpose were ‘how’ considerations, which refer
to particular methods, tools and strategies teachers use as part of their enacted prac-
tice in the classroom and as part of reflecting and identifying which aspects of their
practice to improve. Both the ‘what’ and the ‘how’ relate to the ‘why’ — the vision,
purpose and shared goals — of the PLC. However, in the reflections about teaching
practice above, the ‘why’ appears to be implied rather than explicit in the conversation.

These findings from the PLCs point to a connection between teachers’ agency and
how important it is for PLCs to clearly articulate ‘why’ dimensions. From a larger
perspective, this suggests that when members of collegial groups and organisational
structures such as PLCs analyse and unpack the ‘why’ which frames their practice,
they simulatenously identify underlying issues and the possible causes of problems
within their professional practice, as well as the educational purposes and goals.

Using ‘what’ and ‘how’ considerations to learn
‘tricks of the trade’ from colleagues

The application of the framework to analysing the sample PLC conversations indicated
that teachers tended to seek to learn from each other’s practice by asking detailed
questions about ‘what’ and ‘how’ aspects of their colleagues’ teaching and learning.
For example, several examples of teachers’ practice to monitor students’ learning
emerged. These descriptions addressed considerations such as ‘What do we expect
our students to learn?’ and ‘How do we know when students have learnt?’ (DuFour,
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2004). With regard to the former, examples included ways teachers check that stu-
dents understand the learning purpose.

... your learning intention was quite long. Could the kids say this back
to you? (Teacher, Australian PLC)

Another prominent feature in the PLC conversations was the motivation to learn from
each other’s practice in regard to scaffolding and managing the learning environment.
As illustrated in the quotations below, this focus was particularly prominent in the PLC
where teachers had taken the initiative to take turns in sharing a segment of their lessons.

The things that resonated with me, was [how you included] the posters
with the skills, the ‘trying lion’ and the ‘eagle eye’. And I thought using
the props was a good thing. (Teacher, Australian PLC)

The quote above with reference to the teacher’s use of props illustrates how the PLC
conversation enabled teachers to challenge each other’s practice and assumptions,
because another member of the PLC had shortly before suggested that students in
the video clip appeared to find the lesson props distracting. Viewed from Svedberg’s
(2016) framework, the quotes above suggest that the conversation had a narrow focus,
the primary motivation being to explore ‘how’ the PLC members apply a repertoire of
methods and strategies to achieve particular purposes. From the perspective of agency
and motivation, these conversations (as illustrated by the former quote) indicated
teachers’ desire to discuss strategies their colleagues employed to avoid foreseeable or
previously experienced pitfalls within lessons.

While the examples above illustrate precision in teachers’ questions, the theoret-
ical framework also illuminated how teachers tended to speak in less specific terms
about applying a methodical approach to interrogating practice and processing the
evidence of learning.

... one thinks that ‘oh, this will be a huge task, now we’ll have to write

10 pages and submit them. One jumps to those conclusions straight
away. That’s kind of the teaching profession, one does and then it’s over
and done with, but one doesn’t perhaps reflect on: what did we actually
do? Well, we analysed, but we did not use the word ‘analyse’. (Teacher,
Swedish PLC)

The teacher who provided the quote above had earlier in the PLC meeting commented
that they found the notion of scientific terms such as analysing to be slightly daunting.
Their mention above of ‘a huge task’ suggests that they perceived the notion of using
terminology and interrogating their teaching practice in the classroom as complex and
demanding. However, studying data of how the students performed the task appears
to be missing.
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The missing link: The ‘why?’

As noted above, the conversations in the two PLCs appeared to focus mainly on
‘what’ and ‘how’, rather than ‘why’. This is not to say that ‘why’ considerations
were absent from the conversations. However, when ‘why’ considerations were
articulated, they emerged in instances where the topic of conversation related to a
broader purpose, rather than specific educational focus points (‘what’) and processes
(‘how’).

It appears noteworthy that these broader purposes only really emerged in the third
round of analysing the data. While the initial analysis of the transcripts generated
a number of examples which the researchers thought appeared to relate to reasons
for doing things, the third round of analysis, which was clearly framed by Svedberg’s
(2016) definition, generated a smaller selection of qualitative data.

The application of the analytical framework to the two data sets indicated that the
purpose of professional learning in both PLCs was change-related in the sense that the
intention was to enhance teaching and learning. The analytical framework reflected
how the purpose of collegial conversations in the Swedish PLC centred on guided prac-
tice in using research tools to enhance the professional practice of the collegial group.
This included learning to analyse teaching and learning. One member of this PLC used
a food metaphor to describe the purpose of changing their practice to facilitate deep,
meaningful and lasting learning, rather than scattered, superficial tips which may be
perceived as inspiring, but which lack substance:

... to implement something that is relevant to me and changes me
requires a different process. It requires a different process because

we love tips and tricks and becoming a little inspired and getting a
Facebook update or some such thing, but it’s not ‘fast food’ that gives
results. It is ‘genuine nutrition’. (Teacher, Swedish PLC)

The notion of striving to enhance teaching and learning, not just as an individual
teacher but using a process to develop collegially a shared culture of practice, was also
highlighted:

Well ... I think that we have learnt something essential that will help us
continue learning. I think that what you are saying is that [insights from
action research into practice] must be enacted, it’s always challenging
the first time. I think that if we progress with a new module, then the
actions will commence more easily. (Teacher, Swedish PLC)

So, it really is essential that we put ourselves out there, that we interro-
gate what we’re doing. [Turning to volunteer] You know, those wonder-
ings ... are pretty good. And you might have the answers ... It was ... I'm
hoping that it will improve your practice. (Teacher, Australian PLC)
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While the quotes above appear somewhat vague in respect to articulating an evidence
base upon which the teachers’ discussion is centred (Little & Curry, 2009), they reflect
the notion that data-based conversations among professionals require the adoption
of a way of thinking and challenging ideas that lead towards new knowledge (Earl &
Timperley, 2009). As Butler et al. (2011) argue, for a PLC to sustain and achieve its
aim of improving teaching and learning, the members need to feel empowered as pro-
fessionals. Furthermore, PLC members need to understand the aim and underpin-
ning principles of the change initiatives they seek to implement, as they practise and
explore ways of integrating and implementing new ideas and learning into their exist-
ing practices, structures and processes.

In the wider context, the findings presented in this article suggest that when colle-
gial groups and organisational structures analyse and unpack the ‘why’ which frames
their practice, they create a foundation for change which aligns with the core of their
practice. By starting with ‘why’, the collegial group initiates the change process by
identifying underlying issues and the possible causes of problems within their profes-
sional practice. At the same time, they take into account and articulate the educational
purposes and goals. Once the ‘why’ is clear and specific, it is possible for teachers to
be agentic and align the ‘how/what’ considerations within their teaching practice and
for principals to put effective organisational structures in place. From a perspective of
change, such an approach enables schools to implement practice that is targeted and
likely to be effective, thereby leading to change and enhanced learning and teaching
outcomes. Conversely, without first clarifying the ‘why’, PLCs, and schools more gen-
erally, run the risk of making changes to practice that put the focus on the ‘how’ or the
‘what’, resulting in ‘quick fixes’ which are likely to lack alignment and be ineffective.

From our long-standing experiences of working with schools, we note that in school
development initiatives, in which the intention is to quickly improve academic results,
the executive leadership team is frequently quick to articulate how school development
initiatives are to be implemented. However, the teachers who are to implement the
changes may not be sufficiently included in the process of clarifying what the organ-
isation is seeking to improve or why change is needed. Consequently, there may be a
lack of the necessary alignment between the change initiatives and their application to
the classroom context and its outcomes in terms of student learning.

We hope that this article, and the framework presented here, may illuminate the
importance of enabling collegial conversations to thoroughly address and unpack the
‘why’, before shifting to consider the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of practice—moreover, how
this promotes agency and ‘buy-in’, which in turn make approaches to enhancing prac-
tice sustainable. We argue that over time, a shared understanding of, and investment
in, clarifying the why-what-how considerations has led to a deeper level of collegial
conversations, in which there is greater scope to critically reflect on the evidence base
and the impact of practice. However, further research is needed to investigate why and
how this process strengthens professional practice.
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Conclusion

This article explores the use of an analytical model to illustrate possibilities and clarify
silences or missing links in learning conversations in a collegial learning context — be
it a PLC or a collaboration between researchers.

As outlined earlier, we primarily seek to apply an analytical model to collegial
learning conversations for the purpose of illustrating possibilities and challenging
assumptions about purposes, tools and practices through using three cornerstones —
what, why and how. Secondly, our intention is to explore how this model may provide
a lens for researchers who work as critical friends with each other. The model consists
of abase with three components (trust, motivation and agency), which underpin three
key considerations (what, how, why) that frame a core which is manifested as profes-
sional practice, culture, ethos and identity.

The findings indicate that the collegial conversations were most explicit in relation
to identifying what elements of practice to improve and how to improve teaching and
learning, rather than articulating why change initiatives to develop teachers’ profes-
sional knowledge were needed or on what basis they were chosen. The findings may be
the result of ‘why’ considerations being self-evident within the PLC and therefore not
needing to be made explicit. Conversely, there may have been a lack of specificity in the
group’s ‘why’ considerations, highlighting the need to uncover these missing links
which frame the work of successful change initiatives which lead to school improve-
ment (Woods & Macfarlane, 2017). To this end, we argue that the ‘why’ dimension
constitutes a key ingredient of professional learning conversations. With support from
research in the field (Biesta, Priestley & Robinson, 2015; Vdhdsantanen & Eteldpelto,
2015) and the emerging implications generated by using the adapted framework from
Svedberg (2016) to identify examples in conversations which illustrate possibilities
and clarify silences in collegial learning conversations, we posit that ‘why’ consider-
ations may influence people’s sense of ownership in implementing change initiatives,
which in turn shapes how they negotiate the ‘how and what’ of their work. Secondly,
the silences in the conversations indicate that all three considerations (what-why-
how) are needed to reify changes and improvements to teaching practice and students’
learning outcomes. Thirdly, our application of the theoretical framework suggests that
by explicitly taking ‘why’ considerations into account, the possibilities of collabora-
tive approaches to improve practice and challenge assumptions about purposes, tools
and practices become more focused.

Our findings suggest that at times the analysis by teachers of evidence of learning
outcomes is more focused on teaching activities than on student learning. Further-
more, lack of clarity about ‘why’ considerations may reduce teachers’ professional
identity by positioning them as implementors of the ‘how’ suggestions of others (cf.
Butler et al., 2011).

This article seeks to contribute by offering insights to both teachers and researchers
who engage in collegial learning conversations and who may employ the theoretical
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framework presented here to guide the design of practice development which is built
on ownership and mutual engagement. Our research collaboration has entailed us
embracing the role of critical friends in a research capacity, which can be seen as both
an asset and a challenge, a balancing act between closeness and distance. We have fos-
tered a close working relationship, yet have at the same time adopted a stance of dis-
tance by critically examining the PLC conversations that our research is grounded in.
We note that ‘why’ considerations in the context of professional learning conversa-
tions may be perceived as threatening (particularly if directed to an individual, rather
than the group), unless there is an element of closeness to contextualize the content.
On the other hand, distance from the context may help the researcher realise that
‘why’ considerations need be made more explicit in the context.

The findings presented in this article indicate that researchers who work with PLCs
as critical friends need to employ different tools to analyse practice together with
the participants. In this case, we analysed practice using a what-why-how lens and
related it to our conceptualization of a professional group identity based on motiva-
tion, trust and agency. We propose that this approach may provide helpful guidance to
PLCs working to improve their practice by using a framework to clarify and analyse the
underpinning purpose and goals which set the direction of their professional practice.
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