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Chapter 1 

General introduction  

Abstract 

This chapter serves as a general introduction and provides an overview of the empirical studies reported 

in this dissertation. First, the conceptual framework is discussed. Conceptualisations and 

operationalisations of teachers’ professional development, professional learning communities (PLCs),  

departments as PLCs, contextual factors (i.e. leadership and teacher autonomy), and personal teacher  

characteristics (i.e. teachers’ self-efficacy and teachers’ educational beliefs) are outlined. Furthermore, 

three research challenges arising from the conceptual framework are presented, resulting in the main 

research aim and three specific research objectives. The research challenges focus on (1) the 

interrelationship of interpersonal PLC characteristics, (2) the department level and departmental 

leadership, and (3) teachers’ subject-specific beliefs. The general aim of this dissertation is to understand 

teachers’ perceptions of departmental PLCs, how departmental PLCs can be developed and/or improved 

by contextual factors and personal teacher characteristics, and the role of departmental PLCs for 

teachers’ professional development. The research objectives are: (1) analysing and describing teachers ’ 

perceptions of interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs in secondary schools; (2) 

identifying contextual factors and personal teacher characteristics that stimulate departmental PLCs in 

secondary schools; and (3) exploring the relationship between departmental PLCs in secondary schools 

and teachers’ professional development. Additionally, the research design is described, which explains 

how the different chapters contribute to the research objectives. The general introduction is concluded 

with an overview of this dissertation. 
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1. Introduction  

“The most valuable resource that all teachers have is each other. Without collaboration our growth 

is limited to our own perspectives.” 

(Robert John Meehan) 

Our rapidly changing world is making the teaching profession more and more complex, with increasing 

demands, expectations, responsibilities, and tasks for teachers (e.g. the focus on 21st century skills; 

Darling-Hammond et al., 2009; Guerriero, 2017; Hargreaves, 2000). Therefore, it is neither possible nor 

desirable for teachers to acquire all these necessary knowledge, skills, attitudes and competences during 

their teacher training. In this respect, teachers’ professional development occupies a prominent place in 

the teaching profession (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009; Merchie et al., 2018).  

However, research (e.g. Ballet et al., 2011; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

[OECD], 2014) shows that teachers foremost professionalise in a rather traditional way, namely by 

participating in short-term external initiatives, such a study days and lectures. More specifically, Flemish 

(Belgian) teachers participate most in short-term professional development initiatives that take place 

outside their school (e.g. one-off study days, conferences or a teacher ’s fair). In addition, Flemish teachers 

often follow short-term professional development initiatives at the school itself, such as an in-service 

training day for teachers. Few teachers participate in more long-term professional development 

initiatives, as for instance, a series of workshops, a coaching trajectory (Merchie et al., 2018). 

At the same time, schools are increasingly considered as suitable contexts for teachers’ professional 

development, and perceived as important contexts where teachers can learn from and with each other 

(Lieberman & Pointer Mace, 2008; Stoll et al., 2006). In particular, professional learning communities  

(PLCs) are seen as promising contexts to promote teachers’ professional development (Little, 2012; 

Lomos, 2012; Stoll et al., 2006). PLCs strive to create an environment in which teachers ’ professional 

development is valued, encouraged, and supported (Stoll et al., 2006). 

Despite the lack of a universal definition of a PLC, there is a broad international consensus that a PLC is 

‘a group of people (i.e. teachers) sharing and critically interrogating their practice (i.e. teaching practice) in 

an ongoing, reflective, collaborative, inclusive, learning-oriented, growth-promoting way’ (Stoll et al., 2006,  

p.223). Although PLCs have been a hot topic in research since the 1980s (Lomos, 2012), it remains an 

overarching concept used in a variety of contexts (Vangrieken et al., 2015). In its early conceptualisations 

and operationalisations, a PLC was seen as a one-dimensional concept with its main objective to create 

a sense of community (Lomos, 2012). From the 1990s, a multidimensional perspective on PLCs came to 

the front (Lomos, 2012; Stoll et al. 2006). Today, the multidimensionality of PLCs is widely recognised in  

the educational research literature (Lomos, 2012). This multidimensionality, however, results in a diversity 
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of dimensions used to describe PLCs. Put differently, while studies on PLCs are connected in adopting 

of a multidimensional perspective, they differ significantly in the dimensions they use to describe the 

PLC concept (Sleegers et al., 2013). Moreover, few studies have considered the core PLC characteristics  

(Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). However, studying the core PLC characteristics offers the opportunity to 

distinguish clear and identifiable characteristics, their relations to one another, and how they can be 

developed or improved (Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). Taken this in mind, this dissertation focuses on 

various of these core PLC characteristics: collective responsibility, reflective dialogue, and deprivatised 

practice (Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). 

The context of this dissertation is Flemish secondary education. In addition to the growing focus on PLCs 

to promote teachers’ professional development (Stoll et al., 2006), insight in needed in the way PLCs 

appear in secondary schools since these schools are large organisations in which multiple PLCs can 

operate. Several authors make a distinction between school-wide (Bryk et al., 1999) and department-

based PLCs in secondary schools (Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). Authors supporting school-wide PLCs stress 

the importance of the involvement of all staff members in the community and the need for teacher  

collaboration across the entire school, not just in groupings of a particular subject, roles, or grades 

(Bolam et al., 2005). Huberman (1993), however, pointed out the illogical reasoning behind the 

expectation that teachers of different subjects and all grades collaborate in large secondary schools. 

Alternatively, he considers it much more likely that teachers will interact and collaborate within the same 

department. Furthermore, school-wide PLCs has been proven to be difficult to develop and maintain in 

secondary schools, as culture building and the development of teacher dialogue facilities require 

extended time (Lee et al., 2012; Louis & Marks, 1998). Thus, the department-based approach seems to 

be preferred in studies on PLCs in secondary schools (Lomos, 2012). Departments are considered as the 

primary units for organising teaching and learning (Visscher & Witziers, 2004), as teachers organise their 

work into departments based on the subject(s) they teach (Little, 2002; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001). In 

addition, teachers within the same department work together more often (Lomos, 2012) and often have 

common interests (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001). Hence, in this dissertation, PLCs are conceptualised and 

operationalised at the department level for secondary schools as departmental PLCs.  

Teacher participation and collaboration in PLCs does not take place in a vacuum (Stoll et al., 2006; 

Vanblaere & Devos, 2016). This is reflected in the many studies cited in the Stoll et al. (2006) review study 

of factors supporting the development and improvement of PLCs in schools. Factors that support the 

development and improvement of successful PLCs (e.g. principal leadership, distributed leadership; Stoll 

et al., 2006) are considered in this dissertation as potential stimulating factors. In this respect, a multitude 

of studies have substantiated the critical role of leadership in developing and improving PLCs (Mulford 

& Silins, 2003; Stoll et al., 2006; Vanblaere & Devos, 2016). According to Stoll et al. (2006), leadership at 



Chapter 1 
 

6 
 

different levels is crucial for PLCs to be successful. In addition, Mulford and Silins (2003) have highlighted  

two sources of leadership that are important contextual factors for PLCs: ‘principal leadership’ and 

‘distributed leadership’. In the current educational research literature, there is especially a strong focus 

on principal leadership, as principals have a strong influence on their teachers and the learning 

environment at their school (Stoll et al., 2006). Distributed leadership implies that leadership is not seen 

as an important characteristic of the individual principal, but as a process shaped by the daily interactions  

between the principal and the school organisation (Spillane et al., 2004). Especially in secondary schools, 

where principals can no longer develop their leadership through daily interactions with all other school 

members, leadership can be distributed among several other individuals (Hulpia et al., 2009). This allows 

other school members to apply relevant leadership practices in addition to the principal (Struyve et al., 

2014). In this regard, previous research suggested that department heads can contribute to department 

performance in much the same way that principals can contribute to school performance (Busher & 

Harris, 1999; Ghamrawi, 2010; Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). Therefore, this dissertation focuses on both 

principal leadership and departmental leadership.  

In addition to teacher participation and collaboration in PLCs, teachers value their autonomy as an 

important contextual factor influencing their professional status (Kelchtermans, 2006; Pearson & 

Moomaw 2005). However, there is a paradoxical relationship between teacher collaboration and their  

autonomy (Vangrieken et al., 2017). Traditionally, the work of teachers is predominantly individual in 

nature with a lot of freedom in the way teachers approach their teaching practice (Gajda & Koliba, 2008).  

This traditional way of working seems to have become the norm for teachers ’ understanding of their  

autonomy and is often defined as working completely individually and independent of external 

influences such as colleagues (Hargreaves, 1993; Moomaw, 2005; Vangrieken et al., 2017). This tendency 

to maintain individual autonomy can result in a resistant attitude towards teacher collaboration 

(Johnson, 2003; Vangrieken et al., 2017). However, it has been argued that solitary teacher work is no 

longer sufficient to address the challenges teachers are confronted with. Moreover, teacher collaboration 

has been suggested as a key strategy to realise (more) quality education (Vangrieken & Kyndt, 2020). It 

may be clear that this increasing trend towards teacher collaboration can create tensions in a context 

where individual and independent work have long been the norm (Vangrieken, 2018). Nevertheless, the 

relevance of PLCs in schools does not diminish the importance of teacher autonomy or vice versa (Toole 

& Louis 2002). Teacher autonomy nowadays has a more positive connotation, including decision-making 

and the freedom to make professional choices (Vangrieken et al. 2017). This underlines the close but 

complex relationship between teacher collaboration and their autonomy (Clement & Vandenberghe, 

2000). In this respect, Clement and Vandenberghe (2000) believe that a healthy balance between teacher  

collaboration and their autonomy is crucial. As such, it is neither possible nor desirable to break the 

connection between both. Instead, teachers should be motivated to participate in PLCs, while also being 
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provided autonomy. Therefore, this dissertation will examine the relationship between teacher  

participation and collaboration in departmental PLCs and their autonomy (as a contextual factor).  

Not only contextual factors, but also personal teacher characteristics play an important role in teacher  

participation and collaboration in PLCs (Stoll et al., 2006). In addition to demographic variables (e.g. 

gender), the relevance of teachers’ self-efficacy for teacher behaviour is clearly emphasised in the 

educational research literature (e.g. Bandura, 1997; Geijsel et al., 2009; Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001).  

Teachers’ self-efficacy refers to a judgement of teacher’s abilities and capabilities to achieve desired 

outcomes of student engagement and learning (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001). First, teachers’ self-

efficacy is positively related to teacher engagement and negatively related to teacher burnout (Skaalvik 

& Skaalvik, 2007, 2010). Second, teachers with higher levels of self-efficacy are more open to new ideas, 

new practices, and school innovation (Bandura, 1997; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2007; Tschannen-Moran & 

Hoy, 2001). Finally, teachers with higher self-efficacy levels spend more time and effort on students with 

learning difficulties to help them succeed, which can positively impact student performance (Bandura, 

1997; Dellinger et al., 2008). In the context of teacher collaboration, several studies found positive 

relationships between teachers’ self-efficacy and their willingness to collaborate with colleagues (e.g. 

Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). However, further research is needed on how a sense of self-efficacy can 

develop or further improve teachers’ willingness to share their experiences and teaching practice with 

other colleagues. In addition, several authors (e.g. Bandura, 1997; Geijsel et al., 2009; Kwakman, 2003; 

Xanthopoulou et al., 2007) suggest that personal teacher characteristics (e.g. teachers ’ self-efficacy) can 

act as mediators in the relationship between contextual factors and teacher behaviour. Hence, teachers’ 

self-efficacy is included in this dissertation as a possible mediating factor between contextual factors 

(e.g. principal leadership and teacher autonomy) and teacher behaviour (e.g. teacher participation and 

collaboration in departmental PLCs). Specifically, this dissertation will examine how contextual factors, 

in combination with teachers ’ self-efficacy, influence teacher participation and collaboration in 

departmental PLCs. 

Research with a focus on the factors that are related to teacher participation and collaboration in PLCs 

has so far paid little attention to the importance and effect of teachers ’ educational beliefs. Although, 

teachers’ educational beliefs seem to have a strong influence on teacher behaviour (e.g. teacher  

participation and collaboration in departmental PLCs) (Hermans, 2009; OECD, 2009, 2014; Pajares, 1992).  

Many researchers (e.g. Belo et al., 2014; van Driel et al., 2007; van Manen, 2008) have pointed to the 

need to include teachers’ educational beliefs to better understand what hinders or facilitates teacher  

collaboration. Besides, according to van Driel et al. (2007), little is known about teachers ’ subject-specific 

beliefs. Particularly, insight into the relationship between teachers ’ general beliefs about teaching and 

learning and their subject-specific beliefs about teaching a specific subject or specific curricular goals 
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are lacking (Lopes & Santos, 2013; OECD, 2009, 2014). Tackling this gap is needed, since these subject-

specific beliefs are considered particularly important for understanding and improving teacher behaviour  

or shaping teachers’ teaching practice (Richardson, 1996; Stipek et al., 2001; Thompson, 1992). This 

dissertation attempts to close this research gap by considering both teachers’ general beliefs about 

teaching and learning and their subject-specific beliefs as personal teacher characteristics that can 

influence teacher participation and collaboration in departmental PLCs. Nevertheless, instruments are 

largely lacking to measure teachers ’ subject-specific beliefs. Hence, a specific measure of teachers ’ 

subject-specific beliefs is needed to gain detailed insight into what teachers really think. Consequently,  

an additional goal of this dissertation is to develop and validate such an instrument in the context of 

departments in secondary schools. 

Despite the research interest in PLCs and the importance of PLCs for teachers ’ professional development 

in our rapidly changing world (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009; Stoll et al., 2006), questions about PLCs 

remain (Sligte et al., 2018; Vanblaere, 2016; Verbiest, 2008). In this respect, several review studies have 

highlighted the need for empirical research into the potential of departmental PLCs and the underlying 

processes and stimulating factors of PLCs (Stoll et al., 2006; Vangrieken et al., 2015; Vescio et al., 2008).  

This dissertation aims to contribute to answering these questions by studying specific characteristics of 

PLCs in departments in secondary schools. Moreover, this dissertation explores both contextual factors 

and personal teacher characteristics as potential stimulating factors for departmental PLCs in secondary 

schools. Examples of contextual factors are leadership and teacher autonomy; examples of personal 

teacher characteristics are teachers ’ self-efficacy and teachers’ educational beliefs. Finally, the 

relationship between departmental PLCs in secondary schools and teachers’ professional development 

is studied.  

The following sections of the introduction will focus on the central concepts of this dissertation. 

2. Conceptual framework 

In line with the focus of this dissertation, this conceptual framework first focuses on a conceptualisation 

of teachers’ professional development (see 2.1). Then, professional learning communities (PLCs) are 

conceptualised (see 2.2). In a next step, attention is paid to the idea of departments functioning as PLCs  

(see 2.3). Afterwards, potential stimulating factors that take central position in this dissertation are 

discussed. These are leadership (principal leadership and departmental leadership) (see 2.4), teacher 

autonomy (see 2.5), teachers’ self-efficacy (see 2.6) and teachers’ educational beliefs (see 2.7). 

Figure 1 provides an overview of this conceptual framework. 
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Figure 1 

Overview of the conceptual framework of this dissertation. 

 

2.1. Teachers’ professional development 

Teachers’ professional development is a critical component of the current teaching profession (Darling-

Hammond et al., 2009; Merchie et al., 2018). Teachers’ professional development is important for 

improving schools, teacher quality, teacher behaviour, and in the longer term, student learning and the 

quality of education (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009; Richter et al., 2011). According to Desimone (2009) 

and further detailed by Merchie et al. (2018), teachers’ professional development comprises the 

following steps: (1) teachers experience effective professional development, (2) professional 

development improves teachers’ knowledge and skills and/or changes their attitudes and beliefs, (3) 

teachers use their new knowledge and skills, attitudes and beliefs to change their teaching behaviour ,  

and (4) these changes promote student learning. All these steps are embedded in a context that includes  

teacher and student characteristics, curriculum, principal leadership and policy environment (Desimone, 

2009; Merchie et al., 2018). The advantage of these frameworks is that they explicitly show the interactive 

relationships between these steps (Merchie et al., 2018). Additionally, Desimone (2009) reported that the 

complex interpretation of teachers ’ professional development arises from a situated and cognitive view 

on learning as social and interactive. From this point of view, teacher change is seen as learning or 

growth and teachers inevitably change through participation in professional development initiatives.  

As a result, teachers’ professional development can be defined as a continuous, active, and social 

learning and development process (Little, 2002; McKinsey & Company, 2012; Merchie et al., 2018), in 

which teacher behaviour is influenced by their daily activities, experiences and interactions in the school 

context (Kelchtermans, 1993, 2000; Putnam & Borko, 2000). In this respect, teachers’ professional 

development is not defined as a solo activity but defined as a process in which teachers can learn with 

and from each other (Lieberman & Pointer Mace, 2008). This focus on learning with and from each other 

is in line with the increased attention for the role of schools in teachers’ professional development 

(Merchie et al., 2018). Nevertheless, teachers differ greatly in the extent to which they engage in their  

professional development, varying from limited engagement to strong engagement (de Vries et al., 

2014). Therefore, research into teachers’ professional development has increased and in recent years 
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more and more attention has been paid to the role that teacher  collaboration at school can play for 

teachers’ professional development (Little, 2002; Van Meeuwen et al., 2020; Vanblaere, 2016). 

Based on the above description that teachers’ professional development is embedded in teachers ’ daily 

activities in the school context, teachers’ professional development generally includes activities in which 

teachers actively construct new knowledge, skills, attitudes, beliefs or behaviour (Kwakman, 2003; 

Meirink et al., 2009; Pareja Roblin & Margalef, 2013). This dissertation focuses on the in-depth 

investigation of the potential of teacher participation and collaboration in departmental PLCs and how 

such activities are perceived as valuable for teachers ’ professional development. This requires insight 

into the learning potential of collaborative activities (Van Gasse, 2018). 

2.2. Professional learning communities (PLCs) 

2.2.1.  PLC dimensions 

Although PLCs have been a hot topic in the educational research literature since the 1980s (Lomos, 2012) 

and the research interest in PLCs has grown enormously over the past few decades (Vescio et al., 2008),  

a PLC remains an overarching concept that is used ubiquitously and covers several dimensions (DuFour, 

2004; Vangrieken et al., 2015). Studies differ significantly in terms of the dimensions used to 

conceptualise and operationalise PLCs (Sleegers et al., 2013). An important model is the comprehensive 

conceptual model of PLCs, based on the work of Mitchell and Sackney (2000). Rooted in the mainstream 

PLC literature of recent decades, this model has been put forward and further developed by several 

authors in an effort to create conceptual clarity (Sleegers et al., 2013, Vanblaere, 2016). This model 

consists of three interrelated dimensions: the organisational, interpersonal and personal dimension 

(Sleegers et al., 2013).  

The organisational dimension refers to the structural and cultural conditions that facilitate and support 

the development of the interpersonal and personal dimension. In educational contexts, the 

organisational dimension refers to structures (e.g. the school’s schedule) that create and maintain 

sustainable processes for collective and individual learning and improvement (Sleegers et al., 2013; 

Verbiest, 2008). More specifically, the organisational dimension includes support resources, structures  

and systems (e.g. available time, information and materials). It also encompasses cultural elements  

related to relationships and climate, such as mutual trust, respect, networks and partnerships, as well as 

stimulating and participative leadership (Mitchell & Sackney, 2000; Sleegers et al., 2013).  

The interpersonal dimension refers to the ability of teachers to collaborate and learn together, based on 

shared views on teaching and learning, and reflects the ability to construct, revise, adapt and apply 

knowledge as a team (Sleegers et al., 2013; Vanblaere, 2016). In line with previous theoretical work and 

research with a focus on the interpersonal dimension (e.g. Bryk et al., 1999; Vanblaere, 2016; Verbiest, 
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2012), a conceptual distinction can be made between: (1) mental characteristics and (2) behavioural 

characteristics. Mental characteristics refer to the necessary conditions to support teacher collaboration 

in PLCs, such as shared beliefs, collective responsibility and consensus (Stoll et al., 2006); Behavioural 

characteristics are the collaborative activities that take place between teachers in PLCs, such as shared 

practices, reflective dialogue and consultation (Stoll et al., 2006).  These collaborative activities are 

considered as normal and expected in successful PLCs to the extent that they become embedded as a 

general part of teachers’ daily work and the general functioning of the team (Little, 2003). 

The personal dimension refers to the ability of individuals to construct knowledge about the teaching 

and learning of students in an active and reflective way. This means that teachers ’ cognitive structures  

and theories are explored, revised, adapted and applied. Therefore, teachers study and seek to improve 

their teaching practice and underlying cognitive structures and theories, using scientific knowledge and 

examples of good practice, with the goal of improving student learning (Mitchell & Sackney, 2000). In 

other words, the personal dimension encompasses teachers ’ ability to construct knowledge and use 

recent scientific insights to expand their knowledge (Mitchell & Sackney, 2000).   

The organisational (Hord, 1997; Olivier & Hipp, 2010; Visscher & Witziers, 2004) and the personal 

(McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001) dimension are seen by some researchers as sub-dimensions of PLCs. In 

contrast, other researchers, use a more refined concept and focus on the interpersonal dimension, 

considering the organisational and personal dimensions as related factors (DuFour, 2004; Wahlstrom & 

Louis, 2008; Wiley, 2001). In most studies on PLCs, the interpersonal dimension can be considered the 

common denominator in the multitude of descriptions and definitions of PLCs (Bolam et al., 2005; Olivier  

et al., 2003; Sleegers et al., 2013; Stoll et al., 2006; Vanblaere, 2016). In this dissertation, the latter  

approach is followed by focusing on the interpersonal dimension to operationalise various interpersonal 

PLC characteristics. This implies that elements form the organisational dimension are considered as 

potential stimulating factors for the interpersonal dimension (Bryk et al., 1999; Stoll et al., 2006). In this  

regard, previous research has studied a wide variety of variables such as PLC antecedents (e.g. leadership, 

structural resources, group dynamics, school size, and location) (Vanblaere, 2016). In addition, the 

personal dimension has several similarities with what is often considered to be individual teacher  

learning, as it involves teachers’ efforts to improve their practice and to review and adapt their 

knowledge of teaching (Avalos, 2011). Therefore, this dissertation examines how the interpersonal 

dimension relates to teachers ’ professional development.  

2.2.2.  Operationalisation of interpersonal PLC characteristics 

As mentioned above, the interpersonal dimension is used to operationalise various interpersonal PLC 

characteristics and a conceptual distinction can be made between mental characteristics and behavioural 

characteristics (Stoll et al., 2006). A common mental interpersonal PLC characteristic is (1) ‘collective 
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responsibility’ (Vanblaere, 2016). For behavioural interpersonal PLC characteristics, (2) ‘reflective dialogue’ 

and (3) ‘deprivatised practice’ are most distinguished characteristics (Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). Figure 2 

provides an overview of this conceptual model of interpersonal PLC characteristics. These interpersonal 

PLC characteristics are further explained below. 

Figure 2 

Overview of the conceptual model of interpersonal PLC characteristics of this dissertation. 

 

(1) Collective responsibility refers to the idea that teachers in successful PLCs do not consider school 

operations and improvement and student learning and improvement as a responsibility that rests solely 

with the school, the principal or other teachers . Rather, teachers with high levels of collective 

responsibility feel collectively responsible for the learning of all students within the school or department 

(Stoll et al., 2006; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). This collective responsibility points to a focus of teachers 

on improving the learning of all students and discussing different ways of teaching to stimulate students’ 

intellectual growth and development (Hargreaves, 2007; Louis et al., 1996; Morrissey, 2000; Stoll et al., 

2006; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). In addition, it regulates professional behaviour that is developed and 

agreed upon internally (Bryk et al., 1999). As such, a group incentive can arise for all teachers to avoid 

teaching in isolation and to see teaching as a collaborative undertaking (DuFour, 2004; Newmann & 

Wehlage, 1995; Stoll et al., 2006; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008).  

(2) Reflective dialogue refers to teachers’ in-depth conversations with colleagues about educational 

issues such as curriculum, instruction and student learning (Hargreaves, 2007; Louis et al., 1996; Stoll et 

al., 2006; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). Newmann (1991) also noted the importance of examining teachers’ 

educational beliefs on these issues. In this regard, the purpose of discussing beliefs is not to convince 

others, but rather to clarify practices and underlying assumptions (Verbiest, 2008). For example, teachers 

reflect on their teaching practice or their educational beliefs, collect new information about teaching, 

learning and students, create new ideas and try to implement those new ideas (Hord, 1997; Visscher & 

Witziers, 2004). This leads to a better understanding of how instruction can stimulate students’ 

intellectual growth and development and to changes in teachers’ teaching practice (Bryk et al., 1999; 

Stoll et al., 2006; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). In addition, it also enables teachers to apply this new 

information and ideas in problem solving (Hord, 1997; Louis et al., 1996).  
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(3) Deprivatised practice refers to the idea that teachers openly share their teaching practice with the aim 

of improving it (Hord, 1997). This can be done, for example, by observing each other’s teaching practice, 

alternating the role of mentor, advisor or specialist, giving and receiving feedback, co-teaching, or joint 

planning (Hord, 1997; Kruse et al., 1995; Lomos et al., 2011a; Louis et al., 1996; Stoll et al., 2006; 

Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). Specifically, Bryk et al. (1999) stated that opening teachers’ teaching practice 

allows them to ask questions, view practices in a more analytical way, and learn about each other ’s 

strengths. Observing and providing feedback on each other ’s methods and teaching practice can lead 

to a deeper understanding of teaching and learning (Bryk et al., 1999). 

2.2.3.  The presence of interpersonal PLC characteristics 

In general, it appears to be difficult to develop PLCs (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2007), as the number of fully 

developed PLCs is limited, despite the broad support for the theoretical idea behind it (Verbiest, 2008).  

Most PLCs can be classified as ‘evolving’ rather than ‘beginning’ or ‘mature’ (Bolam et al., 2005; De Neve 

& Devos, 2017).  

With regard to interpersonal PLC characteristics (i.e. collective responsibility, reflective dialogue and 

deprivatised practice), collective responsibility for student learning is the least explored characteristic.  

Nevertheless, available results are promising. Secondary school teachers that have attention for 

collective responsibility often focus on a common goal and show a high degree of collective 

responsibility for student learning (Bolam et al., 2005; Lomos et al., 2011b). This is also confirmed in the 

study by Vanblaere and Devos (2018), where the descriptive analyses showed that mathematics and 

French teachers experienced a high sense of collective responsibility in their department.  Regarding 

reflective dialogue and deprivatised practice, reflective dialogue is much more common than 

deprivatised practice (Lomos et al., 2011b). Particularly, teachers regularly exchange ideas about the 

curriculum or students or discuss experiments in their classroom with their colleagues (Meirink et al., 

2010). This is confirmed in the large-scale TALIS 2013 study, which reported frequent dialogues to 

improve education, recurring exchanges and regular coordination for education (OECD, 2014). Yet these 

exchanges often remain at the level of planning, sharing ideas about teaching and discussing daily 

problems (Kwakman, 2003; Scribner, 1999; Sjoer & Meirink, 2016), while in-depth collaboration is limited 

(OECD, 2014). In contrast to the rather high attention for reflective dialogue, educational researchers 

agree that teachers rarely engage in deprivatised practice (Vanblaere, 2016). For instance, Lomos et al. 

(2011b) found that only a small percentage of secondary school teachers reported to have ever engaged 

in deprivatised practice. Likewise, the possibilities for work shadowing in schools are limited (Bolam et 

al., 2005) and few peer observations take place (Kwakman, 2003; OECD, 2014). This is in line with the 

study by Vanblaere and Devos (2018), who found that mathematics and French teachers regularly 
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engage in reflective dialogue with colleagues in their department, but never engage in deprivatised 

practice through classroom observations of their department colleagues. 

In sum, PLCs are conceptualised and operationalised in this dissertation as the interpersonal PLC 

characteristics of (1) collective responsibility, (2) reflective dialogue and (3) deprivatised practice. By 

describing and analysing teachers ’ perceptions of the above interpersonal PLC characteristics, this  

dissertation contributes to the validation of the PLC concept. 

2.3. Departments as PLCs 

The main organisational structure of secondary schools in Flanders  – the context of this dissertation – 

consists of a collection of departments. Departments are structural units within secondary schools that 

gather teachers who teach the same or closely related subjects. As a result, the concept of ‘department’ 

in this dissertation refers to a collaboration between a group of teachers who teach the same subject. In 

these departments, teachers work together on subject-related matters, such as the curriculum and 

student evaluation. Departments are therefore seen as important units for organising teaching and 

learning that regulates teacher behaviour regarding the educational goals to be achieved, the material 

to be taught and the way in which student progress is evaluated (Busher & Harris, 1999; Visscher & 

Witziers, 2004). In addition, departments influence with whom teachers work and how others perceive 

their work (Brown et al., 2000; Siskin & Little, 1995; Siskin, 1997). In other words, departments are more 

than the administrative units into which secondary schools are divided, and they have the potential to 

encourage teacher collaboration and professional development (Brown et al., 2000; Melville & Wallace, 

2007). This organisational structure is in accordance with the traditional structure and organisation of 

secondary education in Flanders, where the educational program is organised in different subjects  

(Vangrieken, 2018). Organising the teaching staff in different departments seems to be expected from 

educational authorities (i.e. educational networks) (Vangrieken, 2018). However, how this traditional idea 

on the organisation of education is realised in practice can differ from school to school and even within 

schools (Vangrieken, 2018). First, it is common practice to consider the subject matter (e.g. mathematics  

or languages) when studying departments, because the subject is a fundamental part of teachers ’ 

identity (Siskin, 1997), and meaningful subject matter differences have been found in teacher  

collaboration and departments (van Veen et al., 2001). Second, departmental PLCs can vary in 

configuration (Busher & Harris, 1999). Two important structural departmental characteristics in this  

context are the subject composition and the grade composition (Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). With regard 

to the subject composition, a distinction can be made between unitary departments or departments that 

focus on one subject (mathematics or French); and multidisciplinary department or departments that 

focus on subjects related to, for example, mathematics (e.g. sciences) or French (e.g. languages) (Busher 

& Harris, 1999). Regarding the grade composition, a distinction can be made between grade-bound 
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departments consisting of teachers who teach the same subject in the same grade (e.g. years 1 and 2) 

and cross-grade departments consisting of all teachers who teach the same subject in the school (e.g. 

all years).  

In secondary schools, authors (e.g. Lomos, 2012; Vanblaere, 2016) distinguish between schools and 

departments as PLCs. However, the department-based approach has the largest number of adherents 

and is most used in studies related to secondary schools. Secondary schools are large organisations in 

which multiple departmental PLCs can operate (Vanblaere, 2016). However , research into departmental 

PLCs is scarce (Vescio et al., 2008). This lack of attention for departmental PLCs is rather strange, since 

previous research has shown that teachers who teach the same subject in the same school are more 

likely to find common ground and experience shared teaching difficulties (Bidwell, 2001; Busher & Harris, 

1999; Huberman, 1993; Little, 2002; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001; Melville & Wallace, 2007; Vanblaere & 

Devos, 2018; Yasumoto et al., 2001). In addition, problem-solving interaction is facilitated when subjects  

are formally organised into departments (Bidwell & Yasumoto, 1999). By describing departments as 

PLCs, an environment can be created in which teachers can exchange ideas and experiences and learn 

from and with each other (Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). In this way, departments as PLCs have potential 

for teachers’ professional development (Lomos et al., 2011b; Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). More 

specifically, several researchers (Little, 2002; Lomos et al., 2011b; Stoll et al., 2006) argue that 

departments should act as PLCs to support teachers ’ professional development. However, according to 

Verbiest (2008), questions remain unanswered about the importance of departmental PLCs for teachers ’ 

professional development and the ways in which departmental PLCs can be developed and improved in 

secondary schools. It is therefore of crucial importance to further our understanding of what 

departmental PLCs are.  

This dissertation primarily focuses on the subjects ‘mathematics’ and ‘French’ (the first foreign language 

taught in all Flemish secondary schools) in Flemish secondary education. Both mathematics and French 

are subjects taught in all years and where a high percentage of full-time teachers are employed within 

a school. The latter is an important condition to support strong departmental practices (Turner & Bolam, 

1998). In addition, previous studies related to departmental PLCs have often used mathematics and 

language departments as subjects of study (Lomos et al., 2011b; Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). These studies 

show that mathematics and language teachers consider consultation with colleagues to be very 

important (van Veen et al., 2001). Regarding mathematics, however, students in Flemish vocational 

secondary education only study mathematics in the context of General Studies. General Studies (Project 

Algemene Vakken [PAV]) is a transdisciplinary subject taught in Flemish vocational secondary education 

that uses an integrated approach to learning contents, such as mother tongue/linguistics, mathematics ,  

communication and organisational skills, and social studies. Therefore, this dissertation includes  
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departments and teachers of General Studies in addition to teachers and departments of mathematics  

and French. 

2.4. Leadership 

All over the world, researchers have investigated the antecedents of PLCs or how PLCs can be facilitated 

in schools (Stoll et al., 2006). There is no doubt in the educational research literature about the pivotal 

role of leadership for PLCs. According to the review study by Stoll et al. (2006), the active support of 

leadership at all levels is a critical factor for PLCs to develop successfully. However, the traditional view 

of one-person leadership with one principal at the top of the organisation is being challenged by 

growing leadership roles (York-Barr & Duke, 2004) and is no longer a reality in many (secondary) schools 

(Muijs & Harris, 2003; Mulford & Silins, 2003; Spillane, 2005). Instead, distributed leadership has become 

a widely accepted organisational phenomenon (Hulpia et al., 2009). The recognition that others can 

apply relevant leadership practices in addition to the principal is important for the context of this  

dissertation wherein PLC characteristics are studied at the department level in secondary schools. In this  

respect, Ghamrawi (2010) stated that departmental leadership is much more critical to the development 

of departmental subcultures than principal leadership. Therefore, this dissertation focuses on both 

principal and departmental leadership. More specifically, the focus regarding departmental leadership 

is on the formally appointed responsibilities of department heads and their contribution to the 

development of a successful departmental PLC.  

2.4.1.  Principal leadership 

The PLC research field focuses strongly on principal leadership (Leithwood et al., 2020; Stoll et al., 2006). 

In the school context, principal leadership is a driving force that influences teacher behaviour. In parallel 

with the findings that teachers have a direct effect on their students, principals can directly influence 

their teachers and the learning environment in their school (Griffith, 2004; Leithwood et al., 2020; Marks 

& Printy, 2003; Robinson et al., 2008; Stoll et al., 2006). As a result, they have a strong influence on their  

teachers’ teaching practice (De Neve & Devos, 2016; Stoll et al., 2006; Vanblaere & Devos, 2016). As 

such, principals are expected to create conditions for the development of a school culture to encourage 

teaching and learning (Engels et al., 2008; Stoll et al., 2006). For example, principals can realise these 

conditions by creating and encouraging a shared vision and collective responsibility (Kruse & Louis, 

2009), and a culture of collaboration (Bryk et al., 1999; Gaikhorst et al., 2019). In other words, establishing 

strong principal leadership is a key strategy in developing and maintaining successful PLCs (Bryk et al., 

1999; Gartner, 2010; Geijsel et al., 2009; Stoll et al., 2006; Youngs & King, 2002). In addition, researchers 

suggest that principals can also indirectly influence teachers’ professional development and school 

improvement in this way by creating the above conditions to develop and maintain successful PLCs 

(Leithwood et al., 2004). 
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The next two principal leadership styles are highly influential and enduring in the educational research 

literature: (1) ‘transformational leadership’ and (2) ‘instructional leadership’ (Bush, 2014; Hallinger, 2003).  

(1) Transformational principal leadership is a strategy that focuses on how principals influence their staff 

by connecting individual and collective action by operating through bottom-up participation, rather than 

exercising power over others (Leithwood, 1992). As such, transformational principals can indirectly 

influence the improvement of the quality of teaching and learning by building their school ’s capacity 

and inspire and motivate their teacher to improve the quality of education (Hallinger, 2003).  

In contrast, (2) instructional principal leadership focuses on the core business of education: curriculum, 

instruction, learning and student performance (Hallinger, 2003). Main instructional leadership practices 

include curriculum coordination, instructional control, and fostering a learning environment (Marks & 

Printy, 2003). As such, instructional principals can directly influence the improvement of the quality of 

teaching and learning, as they can supervise performance, increase content knowledge, and provide 

instructional feedback (Hallinger, 2003; Tuytens, 2012). However, adopting an instructional leadership 

style seems to be challenging for secondary school principals (Tuytens, 2012), as it requires expert 

knowledge of all subjects taught in secondary schools and principals are often trained in just a few 

subjects (Lochmiller, 2016; Stein & Nelson, 2003). 

While transformational and instructional leadership can function in tandem (Marks & Printy, 2003), there  

is disagreement in the educational research literature about the contribution of each leadership style to 

developing successful PLCs. More specifically, the role of transformational leadership for PLCs is broadly 

recognised (Geijsel et al., 2009; Minckler, 2014; Olivier & Hipp, 2010; Runhaar et al., 2010), while findings 

regarding the role of instructional leadership for PLCs are scarcer and have led to mixed findings and 

recommendations (Andrews & Lewis, 2002; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2007). More specifically, McLaughlin 

and Talbert (2007) stated in their study that the role of principals should shift from a business manager 

to an instructional leader in order to drive PLCs in secondary schools. On the contrary, Andrews and 

Lewis (2002), focused in their research into the need for a strategic role for principals, by supervising 

projects remotely and taking on a public relations role. Instructional leadership then becomes a 

responsibility of teachers and teacher leaders. Hence, it can be concluded that the educational research 

literature is inconclusive on the role of instructional leadership for PLCs. 

Transformational principals can strengthen teacher participation and collaboration in PLCs (Geijsel et al., 

2009; Sleegers et al., 2002). Transformational principals can be seen as a lever for team building among 

teachers, encouraging teachers to exchange ideas, experiences and practices while implementing the 

school vision (Bryk et al., 1999). In addition, principals who focus on motivating their teachers and 

increasing their capacities (Leithwood, 1992) ensure a higher level of teacher collaboration (Hargreaves, 

2007). This supports the general idea that transformational principals can create a culture of 
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collaboration and a learning organisation (Bryk et al., 1999; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000). More specifically,  

a transformational principal can facilitate a culture in which communication and collaboration are central 

values (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000; Marks & Printy, 2003; Minckler, 2014). Furthermore, Minckler (2014) 

argues that transformational principals increase teacher collaboration and community identity. In 

addition, Runhaar et al., (2010) state that the more teachers perceive their principal as a transformational 

principal, the more they ask each other for feedback (Runhaar et al., 2010). Transformational principals 

allocate time for teachers to meet and collaborate (Youngs & King, 2002), reducing teacher isolation and 

increasing teacher involvement in PLCs (Pounder, 1999). In addition, the more teachers perceive their  

principal as a transformational principal, the more they can contribute to the teacher consensus about 

the frequency and content of reflective dialogue (Vanblaere & Devos, 2016). By creating a collective 

sense of responsibility for achieving common goals, teachers feel united (Elmore, 2000), and are more 

likely to participate in collaborative initiatives and opportunities to exchange ideas , experiences and 

practices (Hargreaves, 2007).  

This dissertation highlights the importance of transformational principal leadership, which is considered 

one of the most widely used leadership styles in education (Bush, 2017; Gumus et al., 2018). In this  

regard, it seems doubtful that successful PLCs can be developed and improved within a school without 

strong transformational principal leadership (Bryk et al., 1999). In addition, previous findings show that 

principals sometimes lack expert knowledge of the teacher’s subject, which means that instructional 

leadership in secondary schools is used to a smaller extent by the principal (Tuytens, 2012). However, 

since department colleagues do have this expert knowledge of the teacher’s subject, it can be assumed 

that department colleagues can conduct instructional leadership practices for one another. As such, 

instructional leadership can be the responsibility of department colleagues or the department head  

(Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). 

In sum, research into the importance of principal leadership in developing and maintaining PLCs is not 

scarce, but studies that provide an in-depth analysis on how transformational principal leadership relates 

to core PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs in secondary schools are rare. By studying these 

relationships in this dissertation, the merit of transformational principal leadership for each interpersonal 

PLC characteristic can be uncovered. 

2.4.2.  Departmental leadership 

Department heads are crucial for the proper functioning of departments in secondary schools (Busher 

& Harris, 1999; Visscher & Witziers, 2004). According to Ghamrawi (2010), department heads are much 

more important to the development and improvement of departments than principals. Although 

responsibility for the successful functioning of departments should not be placed with one person, but 

with all department members, it is recognised that departments cannot manage themselves without 
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someone taking on a leadership role (Truijen et al., 2013). In other words, the work of department heads 

is widely acknowledged as essential to the development of successful departments (Brown & Rutherford, 

1998; Ghamrawi, 2010; Peacock, 2014; Sammons et al., 1996; Weller, 2001).  

Department heads can be considered as teachers who acquire a mandate to carry out various leadership 

practices (Busher & Harris, 1999; Struyve et al., 2014; Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). As documented in the 

educational research literature, the roles and tasks of department heads are multifaceted (Ghamrawi,  

2010; Peacock, 2013). In this respect, Busher and Harris (1999) have highlighted four dimensions of the 

roles of a department head: (1) act as a bridge between the department and the school or external 

organisations; (2) act as a liaison and representative role; (3) involve a group of staff to collaborate and 

develop a group identity; and (4) improve staff and student performance. The first two roles reflect 

interactions with stakeholders outside the department, while the last two roles are important for the 

internal functioning of the department (Busher & Harris, 1999). Faced with these roles, department heads 

are forced to set priorities (Brown & Rutherford, 1998). Regarding establishing priorities, Peacock (2013) 

found that both department heads and principals share a similar view that department heads should 

focus their work primarily on their instructional role. Based on both the assumption that principals 

sometimes lack subject knowledge and the idea that instructional leadership is less practiced by 

secondary school principals (Tuytens, 2012), it seems that department heads can take over this role. 

Hence, in this dissertation, the focus in on two essential instructional roles of department heads, as these 

are most closely linked to the internal functioning of the department (Vanblaere, 2018). These 

instructional roles are (1) creating a culture of collaboration and facilitating group processes within the 

department and (2) supporting teachers ’ professional development.  

First, these instructional roles of department heads include creating a culture of collaboration and 

facilitating group processes within the department (Brown et al., 2000; Busher & Harris, 1999; Ghamrawi,  

2010; Little, 2002; Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). Research shows that simply bringing teacher s together in 

a PLC is not enough to get them to learn (Little, 2002). Department heads need to encourage their  

teachers to exchange ideas, discuss their teaching practice and jointly develop teaching materials and 

approaches (Schelfhout et al., 2015). 

Second, department heads play a pioneering role in supporting teachers’ professional development  

(Weller, 2001) and are seen as responsible and accountable for the quality of teaching and learning in 

their department (Busher & Harris, 1999; Peacock, 2014; Poultney, 2007). Thus, department heads must 

support teachers’ necessary learning processes (Schelfhout et al., 2015). For example, they can monitor  

and facilitate teachers’ professional development (Shiu & Chrispeels, 2003; Weller, 2001) by informing 

teachers about professional development initiatives, sharing innovations in the subject and assisting 

(beginning) teachers (Dinham, 2007; Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). Moreover, this support must be 
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sufficiently subject-specific in PLCs that are linked to a specific curriculum (Schelfhout et al., 2015). These 

different tasks show that a department head can play an important role in the learning of both teachers 

and students, aimed at improving student performance (Wenner & Campbell, 2017). 

As such, the above instructional departmental leadership roles align with the goals of PLCs and 

department heads can play a critical role for departmental PLCs (Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). Only 

recently, (e.g. Vanblaere & Devos, 2018) research into the contribution of departmental leadership for 

departmental PLCs received more attention. In this regard, a recent study in Flanders describes two main 

instructional departmental leadership styles that are important for departmental PLCs (Vanblaere & 

Devos, 2018): (1) ‘group-oriented departmental leadership’ and (2) ‘development-oriented departmental 

leadership’. 

(1) group-oriented departmental leadership is the most cited effective departmental leadership style of 

instructional departmental leadership (Peacock, 2013). These are department heads who define, shape, 

manage, improve and promote a departmental culture of collaboration in core instructional matters, 

such as planning, instruction, and assessment (Au et al., 2003; Busher & Harris, 1999; Peacock, 2013; 

Printy, 2008). Furthermore, they develop subcultures by empowering others and ensure that all members 

engage in collaborative behaviours (Brown et al., 2000; Peacock, 2013). More specifically, they guide 

department meetings, bind the group, manage group processes and motivate teachers to participate 

and collaborate in their departmental PLC (van der Want et al., 2015). Furthermore, they encourage 

teachers to exchange ideas, discuss their teaching practice and jointly develop teaching materials 

(Schelfhout et al., 2015; van der Want et al., 2015; Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). Moreover, they stimulate 

conformity in practices between teachers in the department (Katholiek Onderwijs Vlaanderen, 2009).  

Additionally, the study by Vanblaere and Devos (2018) shows that group-oriented departmental 

leadership increases teachers ’ perception of the presence of collective responsibility in the department 

and the frequency of reflective dialogue with department colleagues. Teachers who believe that their  

department head focuses on facilitating and stimulating collaboration, experience more collective 

responsibility in their department and engage in more reflective dialogue than teachers who indicate 

that their department head does not have such a focus (Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). That is why more 

collaboration in departments with a group-oriented department head is expected. 

(2) Development-oriented departmental leadership is about department heads who plan, monitor and 

coordinate the improvement of instruction and learning in their department (Arzu Hernandez, 2013; 

Weller, 2001). On the one hand, they monitor the professional development of their department 

colleagues by playing a mentoring and coaching role in supporting teachers ’ professional development 

in their department (Collier et al., 2002; Peacock, 2013). This role can be fulfilled by being aware of 

professional development initiatives (Katholiek Onderwijs Vlaanderen, 2009), sharing the latest 
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developments and ideas about the subject (Dinham, 2007; Schelfhout et al., 2015), and assisting 

(beginning) teachers (Dinham, 2007). In addition, studies aimed at principals have shown that stimulating 

individual improvement can stimulate the request for feedback (Oude Groote Beverborg et al., 2015).  

Based on this result, a similar relationship about departmental leadership is put forward, namely that 

department heads who focus on teacher development will stimulate their collaborative behaviour  

(Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). On the other hand, development-oriented department heads monitor  

student learning and performance by checking whether students are achieving the goals and prescribed 

performance levels (Busher & Harris, 1999; Dinham, 2007; Peacock, 2013). This  strong emphasis within 

development-oriented departmental leadership on student learning and performance is one of the 

foundational principles of PLCs. In addition, development-oriented departmental leadership is 

significantly related to reflective dialogue in departments (Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). This implies that 

teachers whose department head follows the development of teachers and students engage in more 

reflective dialogue than their colleagues whose department head does not (Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). 

In sum, previous studies have recognised that department heads play a pivotal role in the functioning 

of departments in secondary schools. However, little research has been conducted on how department 

heads can contribute to the development and improvement of departmental PLCs (Vanblaere & Devos, 

2018). 

2.5. Teacher autonomy 

Teacher autonomy can be defined as teachers’ feelings of personal control and the control they have 

over their work environment (Pearson & Hall, 1993). More specifically, teacher autonomy refers to the 

freedom teachers are given to choose their own learning path to develop professionally and to 

determine task-related characteristics such as selecting teaching methods, strategies and assessment 

forms, planning the use of time in the class, and selecting student goals (Hoekstra et al., 2009; Pearson 

& Moomaw, 2006). As a result of the direct influence of teacher autonomy on teachers ’ teaching practice, 

they experience more ownership in their own professional growth and personal wellbeing (Pearson & 

Moomaw, 2006; Porter, 1989). 

In this dissertation, a central role is assigned to teacher participation and collaboration in departmental 

PLCs. In addition to the role that leadership can play in this teacher collaboration, teachers must also 

have a sense of control or autonomy. Since teachers generally value their autonomy (Clement & 

Vandenberghe 2000; Turner, 1996), it is important to consider this autonomy seriously (e.g. Canrinus et 

al., 2011; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2009) and support it in the work environment (Huberman, 1993). In a work 

environment with a high degree of teacher autonomy, teachers are encouraged to work and learn 

independently through their own individual teaching practice and to connect as a team of professionals 

(e.g. Canrinus et al., 2011; Clement & Vandenberghe, 2000). In other words, teacher autonomy is a 
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desirable working condition (Pearson & Moomaw, 2005; Strong & Yoshida, 2014). In the organisational 

psychology literature, the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model has shown that teacher autonomy is 

an important job resource for improving teachers’ performance (Bakker & Bal, 2010), teachers’ 

professional development (Bakker et al., 2003, 2004; Huberman, 1993), and teachers’ organisational 

commitment (Jernigan et al., 2002). Moreover, teacher autonomy can buffer the impact of job demands 

(e.g. work overload, time pressure) on teachers’ performance (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). 

Traditionally, the teaching profession has been predominantly individual in nature, with teachers 

teaching individually and in isolation within the boundaries of their own classroom (Vangrieken, 2018).  

In addition, these teachers carefully guard their right to teach in ways they deem best. Moreover, they 

are not inclined to interfere with the work of colleagues. This traditional way of working seems to have 

become the norm for teachers ’ interpretation of teacher autonomy, often equating it with independence 

and individualism (Hargreaves, 1993; Moomaw, 2005). This interpretation of teacher autonomy 

challenges the combination with teacher collaboration. As previously mentioned, teachers are expected 

to participate and collaborate in PLCs to meet the demands and challenges of today ’s society. These two 

conflicting dynamics – a tendency to preserve and protect a state of individualised autonomy on the 

one hand, and an internal need to collaborate with colleagues on the other – lead to a paradoxical 

relationship between teacher autonomy and teacher collaboration (Vangrieken, 2018). More specifically,  

the traditional interpretation of autonomy as teacher isolation and individualism, together with teachers ’ 

desire to protect and maintain their autonomy, can hinder a collaborative context (Gajda & Koliba, 2008; 

Somech, 2008) or can lead to teachers experiencing a loss of autonomy in a collaborative context 

(Vangrieken, 2018). While this traditional interpretation of teacher autonomy still appears to be present 

in teachers, it does not fit the current demands and challenges faced by teachers . In this respect, current 

demands and challenges of the 21st century require a collaborative context, forcing teachers to abandon 

their state of individualism (Vangrieken, 2018). However, a fully collaborative work environment without 

teacher autonomy is also undesirable and counterproductive (De Neve, 2016). These findings reinforce 

the equal importance of both teacher autonomy on the one hand and teacher participation and 

collaboration in PLCs on the other. As such, they can both be perceived as core elements in the work 

environment (De Neve, 2016). 

In addition to stimulating participation and collaboration in departmental PLCs, schools must also ensure 

sufficient levels of teacher autonomy (De Neve, 2016). Several scholars have argued for a healthy balance 

between teacher collaboration and their autonomy (Clement & Vandenberghe, 2000; Toole & Louis, 

2002), so it is neither possible nor desirable to disengage one from the other. In this respect, a study by 

Vangrieken et al. (2017) found that teachers who scored high on both collaborative attitude and 

autonomy collaborate the most. The results also showed that teacher collaboration is not an obstacle to 
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teacher autonomy and vice versa. The relationship between teacher collaboration and their autonomy – 

excluding each other or both existing in parallel – is influenced by teachers’ autonomy attitude 

(Vangrieken et al., 2017). Furthermore, Darling-Hammond (2012) showed that teacher collaboration and 

their autonomy go hand in hand in schools where students acquire 21st century skills. In these schools, 

teachers are given a lot of autonomy that promotes teacher collaboration in the joint development of 

local curricula and student assessments. This seems to reveal a different understanding of teacher 

autonomy, describing it as promoting teacher collaboration. Moreover, Clement and Vandenberghe 

(2000) found a new form of teacher autonomy, described as a team that recognises the importance of a 

given teacher’s autonomy to work on certain tasks. This means that nowadays, teacher autonomy has a 

more positive connotation.  

In sum, teacher participation and collaboration in PLCs and teacher autonomy are not contradictory  

(Vangrieken et al., 2017). However, research that examines the combination of teacher collaboration and 

teacher autonomy in relation to each other is quite limited (Vangrieken, 2018). Thus , in this dissertation, 

in addition to leadership, teacher autonomy is considered as a second contextua l factor potentially 

influencing departmental PLCs. 

2.6. Teachers’ self-efficacy 

Self-efficacy in general refers to a cognitive process in which people construct a set of personal beliefs 

about their own abilities and capabilities to organise and carry out actions to produce certain levels of 

performance and achieve desired outcomes (Bandura, 1978, 1997). These beliefs determine how people 

think, feel, behave, and motivate themselves, how they perceive environmental opportunities, what 

activities they select, how much effort they put in an activity, and how strongly they persist when faced 

with obstacles (Bandura, 1978, 1997). Teachers’ self-efficacy is defined as ‘a judgement of one’s abilities 

and capabilities to achieve desired outcomes of student engagement and learning, even among students 

who are difficult or unmotivated’ (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001, p.783). Teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs 

thus relate to teachers’ beliefs about their own perceived ability and capability to perform certain 

professional tasks and generate student learning and success (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001). 

Teachers’ self-efficacy is a frequently recurring central personal teacher characteristic in the educational 

research literature. It is one of the most important personal teacher characteristics as it influences teacher  

behaviour and student performance (Geijsel et al., 2009; Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001; Xanthopoulou 

et al., 2007) and it is essential for teachers’ professional development (Allinder, 1994; Geijsel et al., 2003, 

2009). More specifically, teachers’ self-efficacy is positively related to effective teacher practices (Ashton 

& Webb, 1986; Depaepe & König, 2018; Gibson & Dembo, 1984; Moè et al., 2010; Muijs  & Reynolds, 

2015). Teachers with a high degree of self-efficacy are more open to change their behaviour in order to 

increase the effectiveness of their teaching practice (Smylie, 1988). Research shows that teachers with 
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high levels of self-efficacy have a more positive attitude towards using new teaching methods in the 

classroom to better meet the needs of their students, are more likely to select complex and challenging 

tasks, experiment more, and are more creative (Allinder, 1994; Guskey, 1988; Smylie, 1995; Tschannen-

Moran & Hoy, 2007). In addition, teachers’ self-efficacy predicts student performance, motivation, self-

efficacy, and attitudes (e.g., Ashton & Webb, 1986; Caprara et al., 2006; Woolfolk et al., 1990).  

Several studies also examined the relationship between teachers’ self-efficacy and teacher collaboration. 

Several studies found a positive relationship between teachers ’ self-efficacy and their willingness to 

collaborate with colleagues (da Costa & Riordan, 1996; Mastenbroek et al., 2014; Wahlstrom & Louis, 

2008). For example, teachers participating in collaboration that includes conversations about values and 

deeply held beliefs, require a safe environment of trust and respect, but also increase the risk of conflict 

and disagreement or receiving feedback that can decrease their positive self-efficacy (Johnson, 2003).  

However, if teachers receive support from their team, they will feel competent in facing new challenges  

and undertake professional learning initiatives more easily (Oude Groote Beverborg et al., 2015). 

Furthermore, self-efficacy is based on Bandura’s (1978, 1997) social cognitive theory, which presents a 

causal model of dynamic and reciprocal interactions between 1) contextual factors, 2) personal factors 

in the form of cognitive, affective, and biological events, and 3) behaviour. As such, self-efficacy can 

mediate the relationships between contextual factors, such as the school context, and how people think, 

feel, behave, and motivate themselves (Bandura, 1978, 1997). In addition, Xanthopoulou et al. (2007) 

confirmed the mediating role of self-efficacy within the JD-R model. They found that teachers ’ self-

efficacy partially mediated the relationship between job resources and teacher behaviour, indicating that 

job resources influence teachers ’ self-efficacy and teachers’ self-efficacy in turn influences teacher  

behaviour. As such, it attempts to explain and predict how people acquire and maintain certain 

behavioural patterns (Bandura, 1978). These findings suggest that self-efficacy should not be neglected 

in explaining teacher behaviour. 

As mentioned before, teachers ’ self-efficacy does not stand on its own. Research into the educational 

field that examines contextual factors and teachers’ self-efficacy in combination is scarce. Therefore, 

more research into the educational field is essential to understand the mediating role of teachers ’ self-

efficacy in explaining teachers’ collaborative behaviour. Hence, in this dissertation, teachers’ self-efficacy 

is considered as a possible mediating factor. More specifically, this dissertation aims to investigate the 

mediating role of teachers ’ self-efficacy between contextual factors (i.e. transformational principal 

leadership and teacher autonomy) and teacher participation and collaboration in departmental PLCs. 
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Transformational principal leadership 

Research has shown that the influence of transformational principal leadership practices on teacher  

behaviour is strongly mediated by teachers’ self-efficacy. More specifically, transformational principal 

leadership can influence teachers ’ beliefs about their own perceived ability and prompt them to be open 

to their colleagues (Geijsel et al., 2009; Runhaar et al., 2010).  

Teacher autonomy 

In addition, research has shown that the influence of teacher autonomy on teacher behaviour can be 

partly explained by teachers ’ self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997). Teachers ’ perception of their autonomy at 

school affects their self-efficacy. When teachers experience a high degree of teacher autonomy, they can 

choose tasks that suit their skills and interests (Ryan & Deci, 2000) and can find their own way to 

implement colleagues’ shared ideas and reflections, enhancing their sense of competence. Conversely,  

when teachers feel limited in what they do, their self-efficacy is negatively affected (Skaalvik & Skaalvik,  

2010). Furthermore, the relationship between autonomy and self-efficacy is included in the JD-R model 

as well (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). In their study based on the daily reports of employees, 

Xanthopoulou et al. (2007) demonstrated that self-efficacy functions as a process variable in the 

relationship between autonomy and work engagement. 

2.7. Teachers’ educational beliefs 

Beliefs can be described as ‘psychologically held understandings, premises or propositions about the world 

that are considered true’ (Richardson, 1996, p.103). For teachers, their educational beliefs are one of their 

most important beliefs. Teachers ’ educational beliefs can be regarded as individual conceptions about 

desirable ways of teaching and how students learn (Beijaard, 1998). Teachers’ educational beliefs are 

based on their personal belief system (Richardson, 2003). More specifically, different personal life 

experiences underlie teachers ’ educational beliefs (OECD, 2014; Richardson, 1996). By the time teachers 

enter the teaching profession, their educational beliefs have already been shaped by their personal 

experiences as pupils and students (Pajares, 1992), their personal theories of teaching and learning and 

their personal interpretations of instructional situations (Shulman, 1987; Uhlenbeck et al., 2002). As a 

result, teachers’ educational beliefs act as filters through which new knowledge and experiences are 

screened for meaning (Kagan, 1992; Nespor, 1987; Pajares, 1992), and thus play an important role in 

shaping their teaching practice and instruction (Belo et al., 2014; de Vries et al., 2014; James & 

McCormick, 2009; Pajares, 1992; Verloop et al., 2001). 

Attention to teachers’ educational beliefs is not new in education (Hermans, 2009), and research into 

teachers’ educational beliefs and their influence on teaching and learning has acquired an important 

place in the educational field (Hermans, 2009; Southerland et al., 2001). In the past, studies described as 
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process-products studies examined the unidirectional relationship between teacher behaviour or ‘the 

process of teaching’ and student performance or ‘the product of learning’ (Brophy & Good, 1986; Fang, 

1996; Hermans, 2009; Lortie, 1975; Meijer, 1999; Shulman, 1987). However, in the mid-1970s there was 

a shift from process-products studies to studies on teachers’ thought processes (Beijaard & Verloop, 

1996; Clark & Peterson, 1986; Fang, 1996; Lortie, 1975; Meijer, 1999; Shulman, 1987). In these studies 

teachers’ educational beliefs were put forward as an important explanatory component for teacher  

behaviour (Pajares, 1992). Though, existing research into factors influencing teacher participation and 

collaboration in PLCs has paid limited attention to the effects of teachers ’ educational beliefs (de Vries 

et al., 2014). In this respect, teachers’ educational beliefs or how teachers think about ‘good’ education 

seem to have a strong influence on how teachers deal with change and innovations (Hermans, 2009; 

OECD, 2009), how they collaborate (OECD, 2009), and how they learn (OECD, 2009). Many researchers 

(e.g. Belo et al., 2014; van Driel et al., 2007; van Manen, 2008) have therefore pointed to the need to 

include these beliefs in educational research. More specifically, such research is needed to better 

understand what hinders or facilitates change and innovations, teacher participation and collaboration 

in PLCs, and their professional development. As mentioned above, teachers in successful PLCs often have 

reflective and in-depth conversations with colleagues about educational issues (Stoll et al., 2006; 

Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). In line with this, Newmann (1991) identified the importance of examining 

teachers’ educational beliefs on these issues. The purpose of discussing educational beliefs is not to 

convince others to agree with one’s own ideas, but to clarify practices and underlying assumptions  

(Verbiest, 2008). 

Research into teachers’ educational beliefs generally includes two main orientations: (1) a teacher-

centred or traditional orientation, and (2) a student-centred or constructivist orientation (Belo et al., 

2014; Denessen, 1999; Meirink et al., 2009; OECD 2009, 2014; Thomas, 2013; van Driel et al., 2007). 

(1) The teacher-centred or traditional orientation reflects the idea that teachers should control classroom 

activities (Belo et al., 2014). They actively regulate and evaluate students ’ learning processes (Meirink et 

al., 2009). They are responsible for organising, delivering and transmitting knowledge in a clear and 

structured way through teacher-centred instructional strategies, such as explaining the correct solutions, 

providing clear and solvable problems, and ensuring peace, order, discipline and concentration in the 

classroom with minimal student input (Belo et al., 2014; Calderhead, 1996; Meirink et al., 2009; OECD, 

2009). In this respect, a teaching style in which the teacher lectures and in which students watch and 

listen is preferred (Belo et al., 2014; Meirink et al., 2009). Learning takes place when students follow the 

instructions and act on them (Bolhuis & Voeten, 2004). In other words, by this orientation learning is 

understood as the reproduction of knowledge (Meirink et al., 2009).  
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(2) The student-centred or constructivist orientation reflects the idea that students actively regulate and 

evaluate their own learning processes (Meirink et al., 2009). Students are responsible for organising, 

acquiring, processing, and interpreting knowledge gained from experiences and active classroom 

participation (Barkatsas & Malone, 2005; Belo et al., 2014; Denessen, 1999; Meirink et al., 2009). Teachers 

should help their students actively build their own personal understanding and knowledge and enable 

their students to grow (Belo et al., 2014) by facilitating student inquiry, giving students the opportunity 

to develop solutions to problems themselves and enabling students to play an active role in instruction 

(Belo et al., 2014). Teachers should create a stimulating, challenging and individually adapted learning 

environment that supports students ’ knowledge construction (OECD, 2009). Here, a teaching style in 

which the teacher acts as a guide or facilitator of student learning is desirable (Belo et al., 2014; Meirink 

et al., 2009). Learning occurs when students develop at their own pace (Buaraphan, 2011). In other words, 

this orientation understands learning as knowledge construction (Belo et al., 2014; Meirink et al., 2009).  

Regarding the relationship between these two main orientations, there is much debate in the 

educational research literature as to whether they are opposite extremes of the same belief structure on 

a continuous scale or two different belief structures on separate scales (Denessen, 1999; van Driel et al., 

2007). In addition, several researchers (OECD, 2009; van Veen & Sleegers, 2006; van Veen et al., 2001) 

suggest a positive relationship between constructivist beliefs and teacher collaboration, but a negative 

relationship between traditional beliefs and teacher collaboration. In this respect, the study by van Veen 

et al. (2001) found that constructivist teachers tend to value consultation and that traditional teachers 

do not. These studies provide insight into the possible relationships between the two main orientations  

and teachers’ participation and collaboration in departmental PLCs. However, teachers are likely to 

inherit characteristics from both main orientations (de Vries et al., 2014). 

This dissertation takes place in the context of departmental PLCs in secondary schools. Surprisingly,  

however, little research has been conducted into teachers’ educational beliefs and practices specific to 

a specific subject (OECD, 2009). For example, teachers’ subject-specific beliefs about teaching a specific 

subject or specific curricular goals (Lopes & Santos, 2013; OECD, 2009, 2014). However, teachers’ subject-

specific beliefs are considered particularly important for understanding and improving teachers’ 

teaching behaviour and shaping their teaching practice (Richardson, 1996; Stipek et al., 2001; Thompson, 

1992). For example, there is a strong relationship between teachers ’ subject-specific beliefs, the 

curriculum emphasis of their subject, and their teaching practice (Belo et al., 2014; Cess-Newsome, 1999; 

Kagan, 1992; Richardson, 1996; van Driel et al., 2007). Teachers have a complex web of beliefs that can 

influence more or less every aspect of teaching (Jones & Carter, 2007; Keys & Bryan, 2001; Meirink et al., 

2009). More specifically, teachers’ teaching practice is mainly determined by strong beliefs about the 

curriculum goals (Baş & Şentürk, 2019; Grossman, 1990), the relevant lesson content of the subject, how 



Chapter 1 
 

28 
 

this lesson content or knowledge of the subject is constructed and evaluated (Hofer, 2001; Muis et al., 

2006), and how the subject should be taught (Cess-Newsome, 1999; Yilmaz, 2010).  

In sum, there is a lack of research into the relationship between teachers ’ educational beliefs and their  

participation and collaboration in PLCs in general and the relationship between their subject-specific 

beliefs and their participation and collaboration in departmental PLCs in particular. Consequently, these 

educational beliefs are considered as potential stimulating factors in this dissertation. 

3. Research challenges and relevance of this dissertation 

The departmental PLC research field faces multiple research challenges:  

First, there is a theoretical and empirical need to understand teachers’ perceptions of interpersonal 

PLC characteristics in their department (i.e. collective responsibility, reflective dialogue, and 

deprivatised practice). At the moment, there is a lack of empirical research documenting these 

interpersonal PLC characteristics in departments (Vanblaere, 2016; Vangrieken et al., 2015; Vescio et al., 

2008). This dissertation aims to tackle this gap by focusing on the interrelationship of interpersonal PLC 

characteristics. Second, there is a theoretical and empirical need to investigate the outcomes and 

stimulating factors of PLCs (Stoll et al., 2006; Vanblaere, 2016; Vangrieken et al., 2015; Vescio et al., 

2008). More specifically, this dissertation focuses on the department level for studying PLCs (Lomos et 

al., 2011b; Vanblaere & Devos, 2018) and the related innovative focus on departmental leadership 

(Ghamrawi, 2010; Vanblaere & Devos, 2018) as a potential stimulating contextual factor on the one hand, 

and the focus on teachers’ subject-specific beliefs as a potential stimulating personal teacher  

characteristic on the other hand. Finally, there is a methodological need for a measurement instrument 

to measure teachers’ subject-specific beliefs (as a potential stimulating personal teacher  

characteristic) in the context of departmental PLCs in secondary schools.  In sum, departmental PLC 

research faces three main research challenges that are translated in three key foci of this dissertation: (1) 

focus on the interrelationship of interpersonal PLC characteristics, (2) focus on department level and 

departmental leadership, and (3) focus on teachers’ subject-specific beliefs.  

(1) Focus on the interrelationship of interpersonal PLC characteristics: This dissertation 

recognises the multidimensionality of PLCs. The PLC concept comes from the work of Little 

(1982) and is mainly derived from qualitative studies that have further elaborated the concept 

of teacher collaboration in school reform (Lomos, 2012; Vanblaere, 2016). Although the 

multidimensional perspective became the preferred view replacing the more traditional 

perspective of PLCs as a one-dimensional concept (Lomos, 2012), research into the 

development, improvement and influence of various interpersonal PLC characteristics remains  

limited (Vescio et al., 2008; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). Many studies still use a single scale or 
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score to measure PLCs (Lomos, 2012; Vanblaere, 2016; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). Additionally,  

many studies study interpersonal PLC characteristics independently (Vanblaere, 2016) instead of 

studying the interrelationship between various interpersonal PLC characteristics. This is rather 

strange, as theoretical work on interpersonal PLC characteristics conceptually distinguishe s  

between mental and behavioural interpersonal PLC characteristics and assumes that mental 

interpersonal PLC characteristics drive behavioural interpersonal PLC characteristics (Bryk et al., 

1999; Verbiest, 2012). Up until now, empirical evidence on the interrelationship between various 

interpersonal PLC characteristics is scarce. Tackling this gap, this dissertation studies 

interpersonal PLC characteristics in relation to another. More specifically, this dissertation 

explores the relationship between the mental interpersonal PLC characteristic of collective 

responsibility and the behavioural interpersonal PLC characteristics of reflective dialogue and 

deprivatised practice. In addition, this dissertation moves beyond current studies and examines  

whether the mental interpersonal PLC characteristic of collective responsibility acts as a mediator  

in the relationship between contextual factors and behavioural interpersonal PLC characteristics.  

(2) Focus on department level and departmental leadership: Research into departmental 

PLCs in the context of secondary schools is still scarce (Lomos, 2012; Vanblaere, 2016). Therefore, 

more research is needed to understand this particular context of departmental PLCs. As such, 

from both a theoretical and empirical perspective, this dissertation contributes to the 

departmental PLC research field by unravelling the complex structure of departmental PLCs in 

secondary schools. In addition, many studies have already examined stimulating factors for PLCs 

(e.g. Hord, 1997; Stoll et al., 2006). There is consensus on the importance of leadership for PLCs 

(Stoll et al., 2006). However, studies have primarily focused on principal leadership and have not 

recognised the potential contribution of departmental leadership in studying departmental PLCs  

(Ghamrawi, 2010). The contribution of each of these leadership levels should be brought to light 

for departmental PLCs. 

(3) Focus on teachers’ subject-specific beliefs: The teachers’ educational beliefs research field 

is characterised by insights in rather general beliefs about teaching and learning. However, it is 

equally important to understand more specific beliefs of teachers (i.e. in the context of this  

dissertation, teachers’ subject-specific beliefs). Measurement instruments that assess teachers ’ 

subject-specific beliefs and provide empirical insight are, however, still scarce. As a consequence, 

research into the relationship between general beliefs about teaching and learning and teachers ’ 

subject-specific beliefs is also rare (Hermans, 2009). As such, investments in the development of 

measurement instruments that measure teachers ’ subject-specific beliefs by means of large-

scale survey studies are needed. Finally, the development of a measurement instrument to 
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measure teachers’ subject-specific beliefs does not only contribute to the research field, but is 

also of particular relevance for stakeholders (i.e. teachers, principals, pedagogical counsellors) 

to inform and improve educational practices. 

4. Research objectives and research questions 

The general aim of this dissertation is to understand teachers’ perceptions of departmental PLCs, how 

departmental PLCs can be developed and/or improved by contextual factors and personal teacher  

characteristics, and the role of departmental PLCs for teachers’ professional development. In line with 

the above conceptual framework and the research challenges, the following research objectives (RO) are 

formulated. These research objectives guide the different empirical studies of this dissertation and are 

presented in Figure 3. 

RO1: Analysing and describing teachers ’ perceptions of interpersonal PLC characteristics in 

departmental PLCs in secondary schools.  

This research objective is divided into the following research questions:  

a. How can teachers’ perceptions of interpersonal PLC characteristics (i.e. collective 

responsibility, reflective dialogue, and deprivatised practice) in departmental PLCs in 

secondary schools be described? 

b. What is the relationship between collective responsibility as a mental interpersonal PLC 

characteristic and reflective dialogue and deprivatised practice as behavioural 

interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs in secondary schools? 

RO2: Identifying contextual factors and personal teacher characteristics that stimulate 

departmental PLCs in secondary schools. 

This research objective is divided into the following research questions:  

a. What is the relationship between principal leadership and interpersonal PLC 

characteristics in departmental PLCs in secondary schools? 

b. What is the relationship between departmental leadership and interpersonal PLC 

characteristics in departmental PLCs in secondary schools? 

c. What is the relationship between teacher autonomy and interpersonal PLC 

characteristics in departmental PLCs in secondary schools? 

d. What is the relationship between teachers ’ self-efficacy and interpersonal PLC 

characteristics in departmental PLCs in secondary schools? 
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e. What is the relationship between teachers ’ educational beliefs (i.e. general beliefs about 

teaching and learning and subject-specific beliefs) and interpersonal PLC characteristics  

in departmental PLCs in secondary schools? 

To answer this last research question, a new measurement instrument is being developed that 

makes it possible to measure teachers ’ subject-specific beliefs. 

f. How can teachers’ subject-specific beliefs be measured in a valid and reliable way? 

RO3: Exploring the relationship between departmental PLCs in secondary schools and teachers ’ 

professional development. 

This research objective is expressed as following research question: 

a. How are differences in departmental PLCs related to teachers ’ professional 

development? 
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Figure 3 

Research objectives and research questions. 
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5. Research design 

In order to meet these research objectives, several methods and data sources are used in this 

dissertation. The research design is described in the next paragraph. Regarding the use of different 

methods, both qualitative and quantitative research methods are applied. More specifically, this  

dissertation distinguishes one qualitative study (Chapters 2), two quantitative studies (Chapters 3 and 5) 

and one study consisting of a combination of both a qualitative and a quantitative data collection 

(Chapter 4). Regarding the use of different data sources, data is used from interviews with principals, 

department heads and teachers, from focus group discussions with pedagogical counsellors, teacher  

educators and teachers, and from online surveys with teachers.  

Table 1 provides an overview of the different chapters in this dissertation and describes the research 

objectives, methodology, data collection and data analysis . 
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Table 1 

Research objectives, methodology, data collection and data analysis of the different chapters of this dissertation.  

Chapter RO Methodology Data collection Data analysis 

1 General introduction 

2 

1a 

2a, 2b  

3 

Qualitative  

Principal interviews (n=4) 

Department head interviews (n=4) 

Teacher interviews (n=13) 

Departments of mathematics, French, and General Studies (n=4) 

Extreme case sampling: comparative analysis 

Within-case analysis (NVivo)  

Cross-case analysis (NVivo) 

Reliability analysis: double coding  

(% agreement) 

3 
1b 

2a, 2c, 2d 
Quantitative  

Online teacher survey (n=324) 

Departments of mathematics, French, and General Studies (n=80) 

Factor analysis: CFA (R) 

Reliability analysis (SPSS) 

Path analysis (Mplus)  

4 2f 

Qualitative  

Pedagogical counsellors focus group discussions (n=6) 

Teacher educators focus group discussion (n=5) 

Teachers focus group discussion (n=4) 

Focus group discussions about French (n=4) 

Within-case analysis (NVivo)  

Cross-case analysis (NVivo) 

Quantitative 
Online teacher survey (n=302) 

Teachers of French 

Factor analyses: EFA (SPSS), CFA (R) 

Reliability analysis (SPSS) 

Cluster analysis (SPSS) 

Principal components analysis via altering 

least squares (PRINCALS) (SPSS) 

5 
1b 

2b, 2e 
Quantitative  

Online teacher survey (n=197) 

Departments of French (n=30) 

Factor analysis: CFA (R) 

Reliability analysis (SPSS) 

Cluster analysis (SPSS) 

Multi-group path analysis (Mplus) 

6 General conclusion and discussion 
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The first research objective (RO1) – analysing and describing teachers ’ perceptions of interpersonal 

PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs in secondary schools – is addressed by almost all studies, except 

study 3 (Chapter 4). Chapter 2 analyses and describes interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental 

PLCs in secondary schools based on interviews with principals, department heads, and teachers in four 

departments in four secondary schools. The study described in Chapter 2 is based on qualitative data 

analyses and answers research question 1a. Qualitative methods are used to investigate the complexity 

of the study variables. Chapters 3 and 5 analyse and describe interpersonal PLC characteristics in 

departmental PLCs in secondary schools quantitatively by including three subscales from Wahlstrom and 

Louis’s (2008) ‘Teachers’ Professional Community Index’ (with ‘collective responsibility’, ‘reflective 

dialogue’ and ‘deprivatised practice’ as subscales) in an online teacher survey. Chapters 3 and 5 are 

based on quantitative data analyses and tackle research question 2a. Quantitative methods are used to 

provide insight in the level of statistical significance of the established relationships between the 

variables. 

The second research objective (RO2) – identifying contextual factors and personal teacher  

characteristics that stimulate departmental PLCs in secondary schools – has also been approached both 

qualitatively and quantitatively. In Chapter 2, research questions 2a and 2b are answered qualitatively.  

More specifically, this chapter explores the relationships between principal leadership, departmental 

leadership, departmental PLCs and teachers ’ professional development. Chapter 3 answers research 

questions 2a, 2c and 2d in a quantitative way. More specifically, this chapter presents the results of an 

online teacher survey to examine the relationships between transformational principal leadership, 

teacher autonomy, teachers’ self-efficacy, and interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs. 

Initially, study 2 (Chapter 3) was designed to encompass teachers’ educational beliefs, in addition to 

teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs, as an operationalisation of personal teacher characteristics. When 

examining these study variables, the scales to measure teachers ’ educational beliefs could not be used 

due to poor factor analysis and reliability. This had two consequences: (1) study 2 omitted possible 

relationships with teachers’ educational beliefs from the path analysis described in Chapter 3, and (2) 

study 3 examines teachers’ educational beliefs in Chapter 4. In this regard, Chapter 4 answers research 

question 2f and has adapted and developed various measurement instruments to measure teachers ’ 

general beliefs about teaching and learning on the one hand and teachers ’ subject-specific beliefs on 

the other. Subsequently, this study also examined the relationship between teachers’ general beliefs 

about teaching and learning and their subject-specific beliefs. Chapter 5 in turn answers research 

questions 2b and 2e in a quantitative way and includes teachers ’ educational beliefs as study variables 

in this study. More specifically, Chapter 5 describes the results of a multi-group path analysis to 

investigate the relationship between departmental leadership and interpersonal PLC characteristics in 

departmental PLCs, depending on teachers ’ educational beliefs.  
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The third research objective (RO3) – exploring the relationship between departmental PLCs in 

secondary schools and teachers ’ professional development – is tackled in Chapter 2 in a qualitative way. 

In Chapter 2, within- and cross-case analyses are used to compare teachers ’ professional development 

in two high-perceived and two low-perceived PLC departments based on interviews with principals, 

department heads, and teachers.  

6. Overview of the dissertation 

This dissertation is structured in six chapters. In addition to the general introduction (Chapter 1) and the 

general conclusion and discussion (Chapter 6), four empirical chapters (Chapters 2 to 5) are included. 

These empirical chapters are based on research articles that have been published or submitted for 

publication in international peer-reviewed journals. 

Figure 4 presents a schematic overview that serves as a guideline for this dissertation. 
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Figure 4 

Schematic overview of the chapters in this dissertation. 
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Chapter 1 – General introduction – introduces this dissertation. 

Chapter 2 – Exploring the relationship between professional learning community characteristics in 

departments, teachers’ professional development, and leadership – presents the results of a qualitative 

exploratory case study. Data are collected from 21 interviews with teachers, and their department heads 

and principals in four mathematics, French and General Studies departments in four Flemish secondary 

schools. More specifically, this study examines interpersonal PLC characteristics (i.e. collective 

responsibility and reflective dialogue) in departmental PLCs in secondary schools and the role of these 

interpersonal PLC characteristics for teachers’ professional development. It also explores how leadership 

(i.e. principal leadership and departmental leadership) facilitates these interpersonal PLC characteristics  

in departmental PLCs in secondary schools and teachers ’ professional development. Based on teachers ’ 

perceptions of the strength of interpersonal PLC characteristics in their department, two high-perceived 

and two low-perceived PLC departments are selected for a comparative analysis. The results indicate 

that high-perceived PLC departments have potential for teachers ’ professional development. Teachers 

in these departments have a collective and subject-related professional development. Furthermore, the 

leadership practices of principals and department heads differed between high-perceived and low-

perceived PLC departments. Principals and department heads in high-perceived PLC departments  

encourage teacher collaboration and teachers’ professional development more dynamically. This 

chapter is published in Pedagogische Studiën (Valckx et al., 2018). 

Chapter 3 – Departmental PLCs in secondary schools: The importance of transformational leadership, 

teacher autonomy, and teachers’ self-efficacy – presents the results of a quantitative online survey study 

with 324 teachers in 80 mathematics, French and General Studies departments in 33 Flemish secondary 

schools. More specifically, this study examines the interplay between interpersonal PLC characteristics  

(i.e. collective responsibility and reflective dialogue) in departmental PLCs in secondary schools, and 

examines which contextual factors and personal teacher characteristics (i.e. transformational principal 

leadership, teacher autonomy, and teachers ’ self-efficacy) influence these interpersonal PLC 

characteristics. The results of a path analysis show that teachers ’ collective responsibility and self-efficacy 

are positively related to their reflective dialogue. Moreover, the relationship between transformational 

principal leadership and reflective dialogue is fully mediated by collective responsibility. Finally, the 

relationship between teacher autonomy and collective responsibility and reflective dialogue is fully 

mediated by teachers’ self-efficacy. This chapter is published in Educational Studies (Valckx et al., 2019). 

Chapter 4 – Measuring and exploring the structure of teachers’ educational beliefs – presents the results 

of qualitative focus group discussions with six French pedagogical counsellors, five French teacher  

educators, and four French teachers, and a quantitative online survey study with 302 French teachers. 

More specifically, this study examines the structure of French teachers ’ educational beliefs. First, 
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instruments to measure these beliefs are being adapted and developed. Factor analyses reveal a three-

factor structure to measure teachers ’ general beliefs about teaching and learning: (1) ‘beliefs about 

student-regulation of learning processes and knowledge construction’, (2) ‘beliefs about teacher-

regulation of learning processes ’, and (3) ‘beliefs about knowledge reproduction’. Moreover, a two-factor  

structure is found to measure teachers ’ subject-specific beliefs about French (as a second) language 

teaching: (1) ‘traditional beliefs about French language teaching’ and (2) ‘constructivist beliefs about 

French language teaching’. Second, this study explores the relationship between teachers ’ general 

beliefs about teaching and learning and their subject-specific beliefs about French (as a second) 

language teaching. Results show two distinct and independent belief structures: (1) a traditional belief 

structure and (2) a constructivist belief structure. Cluster analyses identify two clusters of teachers whose 

beliefs are consistent with these belief structures. This chapter is published in Studies in Educational 

Evaluation (Valckx et al., 2021). 

Chapter 5 – Do teachers’ educational beliefs affect the relationship between departmental leadership 

and PLC characteristics? – presents the results of a quantitative online survey study with 197 French 

teachers in 30 French departments in 26 secondary schools. More specifically, this study examines  

whether the relationship between departmental leadership (i.e. group-oriented and development-

oriented) and interpersonal PLC characteristics (i.e. collective responsibility and reflective dialogue) 

varies across departmental PLCs in secondary schools, depending on teachers with a traditional belief 

structure versus teachers with a constructivist belief structure (i.e. based on teachers ’ general beliefs 

about teaching and learning and their subject-specific beliefs about French (as a second) language 

teaching). Data is analysed using multi-group path analyses. Results show that there are no differences 

in the relationship between departmental leadership and interpersonal PLC characteristics in 

departmental PLCs in secondary schools, depending on teachers’ educational beliefs. Results reveal that 

teachers who perceive group-oriented departmental leadership experience more collective 

responsibility in their department and report a higher frequency of reflective dialogue. This study 

suggests that group-oriented department heads play a critical role in facilitating interpersonal PLC 

characteristics in departmental PLCs in secondary schools. Group-oriented department heads support 

group dynamics and contribute to a culture of collaboration. This study is submitted for publication in 

Professional Development in Education (Valckx et al., under review). 

Chapter 6 – General conclusion and discussion – summarises the findings of the previous empirical 

chapters and provides a general conclusion and discussion of this dissertation, related to the research 

objectives. This chapter also includes a discussion of the limitations of this dissertation and possib le 

directions for future research. Finally, theoretical and methodological implications, and implications for 

policy and practice are included. 
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Chapter 2 

Exploring the relationship between professional learning 

community characteristics in departments, teachers’ 

professional development, and leadership 

Abstract 

Teachers’ professional development is important to improve the quality of education. Professional 

learning communities (PLCs) are considered as promising contexts for teachers ’ professional 

development. This study explores PLC characteristics (i.e. collective responsibility and reflective dialogue) 

in secondary school departments and the role of these characteristics for teachers ’ professional 

development. It also examines how leadership facilitates these PLC characteristics and teachers ’ 

professional development. Based on teachers’ perceptions of the strength of PLC characteristics in their  

department, two high-perceived and two low-perceived PLC departments were selected for a qualitative 

exploratory case study research. Data were collected from 21 interviews with teachers and their 

department heads and principals from the four departments to explore how PLC characteristics in the 

high-perceived PLC departments differed from those in the low-perceived PLC departments. The results 

indicate that high-perceived PLC departments have potential for teachers’ professional development. 

Teachers in these departments have a collective and subject-related professional development. 

Furthermore, the leadership practices of principals and department heads differed across high-perceived 

and low-perceived PLC departments. Principals and department heads in high-perceived PLC 

departments stimulate teachers ’ collaboration and professional development more dynamically. 
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1. Introduction  

Over the past decade, increasing attention has been paid to the importance of teachers ’ professional 

development for improving the quality of education (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009). The teaching 

profession is gradually becoming more and more complex. For instance, not only do teachers have to 

focus on student performance in traditional areas, such as mathematics and literacy, but they are also 

responsible for student performance in new areas, such as social skills and ICT (Hargreaves, 2000). As it 

is not possible for teachers to acquire all the necessary knowledge and skills during their teacher training 

(Darling-Hammond et al., 2009), their professional development has become an area of interest in the 

educational research literature (Cochran-Smith, 2016). Whereas earlier models of teachers ’ professional 

development largely concerned activities unconnected to their work, more attention has recently been 

paid to the role that schools must play in this regard (Imants & van Veen, 2010). As such, professional 

learning communities (PLCs) have been considered as promising contexts for improving teachers’ 

teaching practice as well as teachers’ professional development (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009). PLCs  

aim to create an environment in which teachers’ professional development is valued, encouraged, and 

supported (Hargreaves, 1994; Stoll et al., 2006). In secondary schools, departments are considered as 

important units for organising teaching and learning (Busher & Harris, 1999; Visscher & Witziers, 2004).  

To support secondary school teachers’ professional development, departments should therefore operate 

as PLCs (Lomos, 2012; Stoll et al., 2006). However, research into departmental PLCs is scarce (Vescio et 

al., 2008). Limited research has been carried out on the differences between departmental PLCs and how 

such differences can affect teachers’ professional development. It is therefore important to further the 

understanding of what departmental PLCs are and how they can improve teachers’ professional 

development. Recent research examining the factors that stimulate the development of PLCs indicates  

that leadership is key to the development and improvement of PLCs (e.g. Stoll et al., 2006; Vanblaere & 

Devos, 2016, 2017), and teachers’ professional development. This concerns leadership at all levels (i.e. 

both at the school and department level) (Darling-Hammond & Richardson, 2009; Stoll et al., 2006). In 

terms of how PLCs and teachers’ professional development can be stimulated in schools, previous 

studies have only focused on principal leadership (Stoll et al., 2006). However, other staff members can 

also carry out important leadership practices (Busher & Harris, 1999). For example, it has been shown 

that department heads can contribute to the performance of departments in the same way that 

principals contribute to the performance of schools (Busher & Harris, 1999; Vanblaere & Devos, 2017).  

Moreover, Busher and Harris (1999) and Ghamrawi (2010) suggest that departmental leadership is 

potentially more important than principal leadership for the development and improvement of 

departments. This study examine the relationship between teachers ’ perceptions of PLC characteristics  
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in their department and how teachers’ professional development evolves. The role that that principal 

and departmental leadership play in stimulating this process is also studied. 

2. Theoretical framework  

2.1. Teachers’ professional development 

Given the major changes taking place in the teaching profession over the past decades, increasing 

emphasis is given to teachers ’ involvement in their continuous learning and development in schools 

(Darling-Hammond et al., 2009; van Veen et al., 2010). Teachers’ professional development can be 

defined as a continuous learning and development process, in which teacher behaviour is influenced by 

their experiences and interaction with the professional environment (Kelchtermans, 1993, 2000). As such, 

teachers’ professional development is no longer situated only at the individual level but is defined as a 

process where teachers can learn with and from each other (Little, 2002). As explained in the introduction, 

teachers’ professional development is one of the main goals for PLCs. Teachers who participate in a PLC 

can strengthen their knowledge and skills, such as pedagogical knowledge, content knowledge, design 

skills, and professional skills (e.g. collaboration), attitudes, and teaching practice (van Veen et al., 2010). 

2.2. The development and improvement of PLC characteristics in departments 

Secondary school teaching and learning is organised within departments, which can differ in 

organisational form. First, departments can differ in terms of the subject matter being taught (i.e. 

mathematics vs. literacy) (Siskin, 1997). Second, departments can vary in grade composition (i.e. grade-

bound departments consisting of teachers that teach the same subject in the same grade [i.e. years 1 

and 2] vs. cross-grade departments consisting of all teachers that teach the same subject in the school 

[all years]). Describing departments as PLCs can create an environment for teachers to exchange ideas 

and experiences and to learn from and with each other (Vanblaere & Devos, 2017). As such, departments  

have potential as collective platforms for teachers’ learning (Lomos et al., 2011). This is in line with the 

idea that departments can take a crucial position in teachers’ professional development (Vanblaere & 

Devos, 2017). More specifically, Little (2002) and Lomos et al. (2011) state that departments should 

operate as PLCs to support teachers’ professional development. Recent studies have shown that PLCs 

serve as powerful tools for supporting teacher growth and teaching practice (Desimone, 2009; Geijsel et 

al., 2009; Little, 2002; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). A PLC is defined as a group 

of teachers who discuss and critically question their teaching practice in an ongoing, reflective, 

collaborative, and inclusive way, and takes professional development and an orientation on learning into 

account (Stoll et al., 2006). The multidimensionality of PLCs has been widely recognised in the 

educational research literature (Lomos, 2012). However, few studies have considered separate 

characteristics when studying PLCs (Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). Such characteristics include: (1) Collective 
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responsibility: this means that colleagues create a common sense of responsibility for all students ’ 

learning. Teachers discuss different manners of instruction with colleagues in order to stimulate students ’ 

intellectual development (Stoll et al., 2006; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). (2) Reflective dialogue: this  

includes in-depth conversations with colleagues about educational issues, such as ins truction and 

curriculum. Teachers reflect on their practice, create new ideas, and try to implement those new ideas. 

This leads to deeper understanding and changes in teachers ’ teaching practice (Stoll et al., 2006; 

Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). (3) Deprivatised practice: this implies that teachers share and define their  

practice openly. Teachers will use strategies such as observing each other, giving and receiving feedback, 

and co-teaching (Stoll et al., 2006; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). 

2.3. Principal leadership 

Principals play a crucial role in developing and improving PLCs and teachers’ professional development 

(Stoll et al., 2006). In this context, two important leadership styles are discussed in the educational 

literature: (1) transformational leadership and (2) instructional leadership (Hallinger, 2003). 

Transformational leaders can enhance collaboration processes, such as teacher participation and 

collaboration in PLCs (Geijsel et al., 2009; Sleegers et al., 2002). For example, they allocate time for 

teachers to meet and collaborate (Youngs & King, 2002), thus reducing teacher isolation and increasing 

their commitment to PLCs (Pounder, 1999). In this way, transformational leaders can indirectly influence 

teachers’ professional development. Research into the contribution of instructional leadership to PLCs 

is not plentiful on the one hand and has produced mixed findings on the other (McLaughlin & Talbert, 

2007). In general, instructional leadership focuses on the core business of education: instruction, 

curriculum, and student performance (Hallinger, 2003). As such, instructional leaders can directly 

influence teachers’ professional development, as they can supervise performance, enhance content 

knowledge, and provide instructional feedback (i.e. knowledge of the content as well as the teaching 

and learning approach of a subject) (Hallinger, 2003; Tuytens, 2012). However, assuming an instructional 

leadership style would be challenging for secondary school principals (Tuytens, 2012),  as it requires them 

to have expert knowledge of all subjects being taught (Lochmiller, 2016; Stein & Nelson, 2003).  

Notwithstanding their possible lack of expert knowledge of all subjects, they do have the expertise to 

provide feedback concerning teachers ’ general tasks and performance (Ilgen et al., 1979), for instance 

teachers’ classroom management and their teamwork processes. This seems to be essential for 

improving teachers’ learning, development, and teaching practice (Ilgen et al., 1979; Stronge & Tucker,  

2003; Tang & Chow, 2007). For example, the feedback theory of Ilgen et al. (1979) illustrates the 

importance of feedback from the principal for teachers’ professional development by revealing that 

teachers will only respond to feedback that they perceive as meaningful and useful.  
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2.4. Departmental leadership 

Department heads are crucial for the smooth functioning of departments in secondary schools (Busher  

& Harris, 1999; Visscher & Witziers, 2004). According to Ghamrawi (2010), department heads are far 

more important for the development and improvement of departments than principals. Department 

heads can be considered as ‘middle leaders’ or teachers who obtain a formal position to execute several 

leadership practices that can contribute to (1) teacher participation and collaboration and (2) teachers’ 

professional development in their department (Busher & Harris, 1999; Struyve et al., 2014; Vanblaere & 

Devos, 2017). Numerous studies have emphasised the role of department heads in creating a 

collaborative culture and a sense of collective responsibility, while stimulating reflective dialogue 

between teachers within departments (Busher & Harris, 1999; Ghamrawi, 2010; Little, 2002; Vanblaere & 

Devos, 2017). Research shows that merely bringing together teachers in a PLC is not enough to bring 

them to learning (Little, 2002). Department heads will have to support the necessary learning processes 

for the teachers (Schelfhout et al., 2015). For instance, department heads can encourage teachers to 

exchange ideas, discuss teacher practices, and develop teaching materials and approaches together  

(Schelfhout et al., 2015), and thus aim at improving student performance (Wenner & Campbell, 2017).  

Indeed, Poultney (2007) states that department heads are responsible for the quality of teaching and 

learning in their department (Busher & Harris, 1999). They can monitor and facilitate teachers’ 

professional development (Shiu & Chrispeels, 2003; Weller, 2001), for instance, by informing teachers of 

professional development initiatives, sharing innovations in the subject, and assisting (beginning) 

teachers (Dinham, 2007; Vanblaere & Devos, 2017). Moreover, this support must be sufficiently subject-

specific in PLCs that are linked to a specific curriculum (e.g. departments) (Schelfhout et al., 2015). These 

different tasks show that a department head can play an important role in both teachers ’ professional 

development and students’ learning. As such, these tasks of the department head are in line with the 

goals of a PLC. In sum, previous studies have recognised that department heads play a pivotal role in 

the functioning of departments in secondary schools. However, little research has been conducted into 

how department heads can contribute to the development and improvement of PLC characteristics in 

their department and teachers’ professional development (Vanblaere & Devos, 2017). This study 

examines how the leadership practices of the department head are related to teachers’ perceptions of 

PLC characteristics in their department and teachers’ professional development.  

3. Purpose of the study  

The present study aims to further the understanding of what drives PLCs, or, more concretely, in what 

way the attitudes and behaviour of teachers regarding PLC characteristics can differ in departments. It 

also aims to clarify the consequences of these differences for teachers’ professional development. An 
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understanding of how leadership facilitates PLC characteristics in departments and teachers’ professional 

development is essential to understanding teachers’ professional development in secondary schools 

(Vanblaere & Devos, 2017). Hence, this study also explores how principal and departmental leadership 

are related to PLC characteristics in departments and teachers’ professional development. The following 

research questions have been formulated and will be answered by means of qualitative exploratory case 

study research: 

RQ1: What are the differences in the attitudes and behaviour of teachers as regards PLC 

characteristics across departments? 

RQ2: How are differences in PLC characteristics across departments related to teachers’ 

professional development? 

RQ3: How are differences in principal leadership across departments related to PLC 

characteristics in departments and teachers’ professional development? 

RQ4: How are differences in departmental leadership across departments rela ted to PLC 

characteristics in departments and teachers’ professional development 

4. Method 

4.1. Research context 

This study reports on exploratory case study research carried out in secondary school departments of 

mathematics, French, and General Studies1. Based on subjects that are taught in all years and in which 

multiple teachers within the school are employed, departments were selected. French is one of the few 

subjects in Flemish (Belgian) education that meets these requirements, besides mathematics. However, 

in Flanders, students in vocational secondary education only take mathematics in the context of General 

Studies. Hence, this study also includes departments and teachers of General Studies.  

4.2. Case selection 

The case selection of departments for this exploratory case study research was based on a previous 

quantitative online teacher survey in 83 departments in 31 Flemish secondary schools on teachers ’ 

perceptions of the strength of PLC characteristics in their department. A total of 345 teachers completed 

                                                                 

1 General Studies (Project Algemene Vakken=PAV) is a transdisciplinary subject taught in Flemish vocational secondary education 

that uses an integrated approach to learning contents, such as mother tongue/linguistics, mathematics, communication and 

organisational skills, and social studies. 
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the online survey, including 255 (73.9%) female and 65 (18.8%) male teachers. The average teaching 

experience was 15.06 years (SD=10.34). There was missing data of 25 teachers in terms of demographics.  

To measure teachers’ perceptions of the strength of PLC characteristics in their department, three 

subscales from Wahlstrom and Louis ’s (2008) ‘Teachers’ Professional Community Index’ were included 

in the questionnaire. The subscales measured the three PLC characteristics that are central to this study: 

(1) collective responsibility, (2) reflective dialogue, and (3) deprivatised practice (Lomos, 2012). Collective 

responsibility was measured with three items (e.g. ‘Teachers in my department feel responsible for helping 

each other improve their instruction’). Reflective dialogue was measured with five items (e.g. ‘How often 

in this school year have you had conversations with colleagues from your department about what helps 

students learn best?’). Deprivatised practice was measured with three items (e.g. ‘How often in this school 

year have you had colleagues from your department observe your classroom? ’). All items were scored on 

a five-point Likert scale. The subscale for collective responsibility ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 

(strongly agree). For reflective dialogue and deprivatised practice, the subscale ranged from 1 (never) to 

5 (very often).  

When assessing the descriptive statistics of the three subscales measuring the three PLC characteristics,  

the means of the subscales showed that teachers feel collectively responsible for student learning in 

their department (M=3.93; SD=.61) and occasionally discuss educational issues with their department 

colleagues (M=3.32; SD=.72). However, the mean score for deprivatised practice was low (M=1.46; 

SD=.51), which indicated that deprivatised practice seldom occurs in this sample. Moreover, whereas the 

reliability analyses indicated that collective responsibility (α=.70) and reflective dialogue (α=.79) were 

reliable constructs, the reliability of deprivatised practice was low (α=.56). After careful consideration, 

deprivatised practice was removed from further analyses. Following Vanblaere and Devos (2017), the fit 

of the two-factor model of PLC characteristics with collective responsibility and reflective dialogue was 

good (χ²=31.41, df=18, p=.03; χ²/df ratio=1.75; CFI=.98; TLI=.96; RMSEA=.05[.02-.09]; SRMR=.04).  

Subsequently, to select departments for the exploratory case study research, a mean score for each of 

the 83 departments was calculated, based on teachers ’ perceptions of collective responsibility and 

reflective dialogue in their department, and then the 83 departments were ranked. All mean scores 

ranged on a five-point Likert scale from 1 (low score) to 5 (high score). 

Next, two departments were selected among those with the highest values as a mean score (further  

referred to as high-perceived PLC departments) and two departments among those with the lowest 

values as a mean score (further referred to as low-perceived PLC departments). The high-perceived PLC 

departments were labelled HIGH A and HIGH B, while the low-perceived PLC departments were labelled 

LOW C and LOW D. In addition, variety in the selected departments in terms of subject matter  
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(mathematics vs. French vs. General Studies) and grade composition (grade-bound vs. cross-grade) was 

ensured. Table 1 shows the total mean of the sample of the quantitative online teacher survey. In 

addition, it provides details on the four selected departments, such as their mean score, ranking in the 

total sample of the quantitative online teacher survey, subject matter, and grade composition.  

Table 1 

Quantitative data (2015): total mean of the sample, and the mean score (Standard Deviation [SD]),  

ranking in the total sample, subject matter, and grade composition of the four selected departments. 

  
High-perceived PLC  

departments 

Low-perceived PLC  

departments 

 

Total mean of 

the sample 

(SD) 

(n=370) 

HIGH A HIGH B LOW C LOW D 

Department 

mean score 

3.63 

(0.36) 

3.89 

(0.40) 

3.84 

(0.52) 

3.45 

(0.43) 

3.32 

(0.65) 

Ranking in 

the total 

sample 

 16/83 21/83 61/83 67/83 

Subject 

matter 
 French 

General 

Studies 
Mathematics Mathematics 

Grade 

composition 
 

Grade-bound 

Second Grade 
Cross-grade Cross-grade Cross-grade 

4.3. Data collection 

So as to collect the data for the present exploratory case study research, semi-structured interviews 

(n=21) with at least three teachers (n=13), the department head (n=4), and the principal (n=4) per 

department (n=4) were conducted. Table 2 shows how many participants per case were interviewed and 

displays the demographics of each participant. 
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Table 2 

Demographics of the participants (n=21). 

Department Position Years of experience Gender 

HIGH A 

Principal Missing Male 

Department head 27 Female 

Teacher  8 Female 

Teacher  8 Male 

Teacher  30 Male 

Teacher  5 Female 

HIGH B 

Principal Missing Male 

Department head 22 Female 

Teacher 5 Female 

Teacher Missing Female 

Teacher 5 Female 

LOW C 

Principal Missing Female 

Department head 27 Female 

Teacher 12 Female 

Teacher 7 Female 

Teacher 14 Female 

LOW D 

Principal 31 Female 

Department head 20 Female 

Teacher 13 Female 

Teacher 8 Female 

Teacher 7 Male 

4.4. Instrument and data analysis 

An interview protocol was constructed to investigate the research questions, which focused on collective 

responsibility and reflective dialogue as PLC characteristics, teachers’ professional development, 

principal leadership, and departmental leadership (see Appendix A for the interview protocol). Each 

interview took, on average, about one hour. 

All interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim and produced 286 text pages of raw data. All 

interview transcripts were analysed with a coding scheme (see Appendix B) derived from the theoretical 

framework and research questions. The interview transcripts were analysed using within- and cross-case 

analyses (Miles & Huberman, 1994). First, in the within-case analysis, each interview transcript was coded 

as a single case, and each unit of meaning was given a code. These codes included four broad categories, 

namely (1) PLC characteristics, (2) teachers’ professional development, (3) principal leadership, and (4) 

departmental leadership. Next, the interview transcripts were openly coded for emerging codes (i.e. 
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inductive coding), so as to refine the broad categories and create subcategories. For example, in the 

category PLC characteristics, the subcategories general collaboration, collective responsibility, and 

reflective dialogue were distinguished. The second category included subcategories such as ‘what did 

the participants learn?’ and ‘from whom did the participants learn?’ The third category was refined into, 

for example, the subcategories leadership of the principal and feedback of the principal. Finally, the 

fourth category was divided in tasks of the department head and expectations regarding the department 

head as possible subcategories. Second, a cross-case analysis of all interviews from one department was 

conducted. Third, a cross-case analysis in which the four departments were compared with each other 

was performed. Finally, overall findings were generated and NVivo 11 software was used to organise the 

analyses. Regarding the internal validity (Creswell & Miller, 2000), the first author coded all interviews 

and a second encoder, who was not familiar with the study, coded 4 of the 21 interviews, which is in 

accordance with the standard of about 20% (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The second encoder was trained 

to grasp the meaning of the coding scheme. The intercoder-reliability was .80, which is in line with the 

standard of .80 of Miles and Huberman (1994). Moreover, the authors discussed interpretations and 

findings until consensus was reached. Furthermore, a cross-case analysis to verify whether the answers 

of all participants within the same department were in agreement was conducted, which was true for all 

departments. Such triangulation of viewpoints helps to validate responses from different cases (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). 

5. Results 

The present exploratory case study research selected departments based on differences in teachers ’ 

perceptions of the strength of PLC characteristics (i.e. collective responsibility and reflective dialogue) in 

their department. Below, the differences between two departments with a high presence of PLC 

characteristics (high-perceived PLC departments) and two departments with a low presence of PLC 

characteristics (low-perceived PLC departments) are presented. More specifically, the differences in the 

attitudes and behaviour of teachers regarding PLC characteristics across departments (RQ1) are outlined. 

Second, the relationship between PLC characteristics and teachers’ professional development across 

departments (RQ2) is described. Finally, the role of principal (RQ3) and departmental leadership (RQ4) 

for PLC characteristics and the teachers’ professional development across departments is discussed. The 

main findings are summarised in Table 3. 

5.1. The attitudes and behaviour of teachers regarding PLC characteristics 

For the first research question, focusing on the differences in the attitudes and behaviour of teacher s 

regarding PLC characteristics in high-perceived PLC departments compared to low-perceived PLC 

departments, the teachers in both the high-perceived and low-perceived PLC departments experience a 
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collective responsibility for students ’ well-being. However, the teachers in the high-perceived PLC 

departments also feel collectively responsible for all students ’ learning. 

 We all feel responsible for the students. We have the students’ files that we can read, but if there 

 are specific problems or issues related to our subject, we discuss them with each other (Teacher 

 HIGH B). 

Most of the teachers in the low-perceived PLC departments only feel responsible for their own students ’ 

learning. 

 I do not concern myself with my colleague’s students (Teacher LOW C). 

Second, all participating teachers in both the high-perceived and low-perceived PLC departments  

reported that they engage in discussions about their work. In general, these discussions remain at a 

superficial level in the low-perceived PLC departments and are not spread throughout the department 

or school year, while the opposite is true for the high-perceived PLC departments. The teachers in the 

high-perceived PLC departments engage in more profound reflective dialogue about their subject 

matter and didactics, for example, dialogues about curriculum goals.  

 We agree about the learning content and that happens in dialogue (Teacher HIGH A). 

 It should make no difference in which class and by which teacher a student is taught (Teacher 

 HIGH A). 

In addition, the reflective dialogue of all teachers in the high-perceived PLC departments go beyond 

merely discussing teacher practices. They work on teaching materials collaboratively, and they use the 

same teaching materials and teaching approaches. 

 We make PowerPoint presentations together for each topic (Teacher HIGH B). 

 We use the jointly developed copies and teaching materials (Teacher HIGH B). 

Moreover, most teachers in the high-perceived PLC departments have continuous reflective dialogue 

throughout the school year, and with the entire department. 

 We are constantly working together. We cannot do anything alone. Everything needs to be 

 discussed (Teacher HIGH A). 

 I usually work together with everyone from my department (Teacher HIGH A). 

In contrast, most discussions in the low-perceived PLC departments are limited to basic discussions 

about practicalities, such as agreements on exams and applying an equal standard of instruction.  

 We reach agreements on the type of exam questions we should ask (Teacher LOW C). 
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 We talk to each other to provide the same standard of instruction (Department head LOW D). 

Furthermore, most of the teachers in the low-perceived PLC departments merely exchange teaching 

materials or teaching approaches. 

 We give things to each other like tests and exercises, but everyone uses what they want (Teacher 

 LOW C). 

Moreover, the teachers in the low-perceived PLC departments mainly have discussions during certain 

periods in the school year, with a limited number of department colleagues. 

 We mainly work together at the beginning of the school year to coordinate and start everything 

 up (Teacher LOW C). 

 I usually work together with teachers who are in the same years and provide the same packages 

 of mathematics (Teacher LOW D). 

Finally, most teachers in the low-perceived PLC departments work individually. 

 We operate independently in mathematics (Teacher LOW C). 

5.2. Teachers’ professional development 

For the second research question, concerning how departmental differences in PLC characteristics (i.e. 

collective responsibility and reflective dialogue) are related to teachers’ professional development, all 

teachers in the high-perceived PLC departments tend to learn with and from their department 

colleagues. They find dialogues in their department valuable for their professional development. For 

example, department colleagues motivate each other to enhance their expertise, participate together in 

professional development initiatives, and collaborate on their professional development. 

 By exchanging experiences with colleagues and motivating each other to constantly try out new 

 things, we professionally develop as teachers (Teacher HIGH A). 

 By working together, we get new ideas or new approaches that we might never have imagined. 

 The way my colleague does it encourages me to do it too (Teacher HIGH A). 

 Everyone has different insights; if you bring them together, we can save time and learn from each 

 other (Teacher HIGH B). 

Furthermore, most teachers in the high-perceived PLC departments mentioned multiple outcomes 

resulting from collaborating in their department. For example, they gain new ideas, insights, and 

instructional strategies from their department colleagues and apply them to their teaching practice. This 

has led to collective changes in their teaching practice for most teachers in the high-perceived PLC 

departments. 
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 We are constantly trying to change our teaching practice to continue to stimulate our students. It 

 is commonly agreed to be in the same line and apply things in the same way (Teacher HIGH A). 

 I have received some tips and tricks from my colleagues that I certainly want to apply (Teacher 

 HIGH A). 

 I try to put into practice what I learn from my colleagues (Teacher HIGH B). 

 Teachers should at least discuss innovations and try them out in their teaching practice (Principal 

 HIGH B). 

Moreover, most teachers in the high-perceived PLC departments have also learned about general 

pedagogical and educational matters. 

 I have learned how to deal with students with learning difficulties (Teacher HIGH B). 

 I have recently learned something about education legislation because that changes constantly  

 (Teacher HIGH A). 

In contrast, only a few teachers in the low-perceived PLC departments stated that participation in 

departments adds value to their professional development. They specified that their learning occurs by 

coincidence and that they find it difficult to describe what they have learned from their department 

colleagues. 

 I learned more at university than from my department colleagues (Teacher LOW C). 

 I have probably learned something, but I do not immediately know what exactly (Teacher LOW D).  

In addition, most teachers’ professional development in the low-perceived PLC departments is related 

to student discipline and classroom management rather than to their subject.  

 Students are much more assertive now, and this affects my classroom management (Department 

 head LOW C). 

 I have learned that I should be stricter (Teacher LOW D). 

Finally, a limited number of teachers in the low-perceived PLC departments have experimented and 

changed their teaching practice. 

 My teaching practice is comparable to previous years because I felt no need to change things  

 (Teacher LOW D). 
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5.3. Principal leadership 

Research question 3 concerns how principal leadership is perceived by teachers, the department head, 

and the principal himself/herself across departments and how this is related to PLC characteristics in 

departments and teachers’ professional development. 

5.3.1. The role of principal leadership for PLC characteristics in departments 

In the high-perceived PLC departments, the principals encourage their teachers to participate and 

collaborate in their department. For example, the principals of the high-perceived PLC departments  

encourage their teachers to engage in discussions, both grade-bound and cross-grade as well as formal 

and informal. 

 Not only is the agreement in subject matter within each year important, but also the 

 agreement in subject matter over the years. We want to see a flow in the consecutive years  

 (Principal HIGH B). 

Furthermore, they conduct leadership practices that are important for a collaborative culture. For 

example, they look at the willingness of teachers to participate in departments when selecting and 

assigning them, they actively search for parallel colleagues, they are often present at department 

meetings, and they organise team-building sessions and workshops to promote a sense of belonging in 

the team. 

 The principal is careful about choosing his teachers. He chooses teachers that work together, take 

 initiative, and motivate others, and so he automatically encourages working together  (Teacher 

 HIGH B). 

 It is an important sign that the principal is present at the department meetings (Teacher HIGH A).  

 There are many events at the school. This ensures that people see each other quite often, 

 communicate, and work together (Teacher HIGH A). 

In addition, participation and collaboration in departments that is stimulated by the principal is 

supplemented by teachers’ initiatives in the high-perceived PLC departments. 

 The principal gives us the space for projects if we make suggestions (Teacher HIGH B). 

 We are constantly expected to work together on projects and to be committed to the same goal  

 (Teacher HIGH A). 

In contrast, principals in the low-perceived PLC departments only intervene when problems occur in the 

department. 
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 If there are no problems, the principal does not attend the department meetings. She assumes that 

 we are doing well (Teacher LOW C). 

In addition, they only pay attention to formal department meetings, and the teachers are not encouraged 

or required to collaborate outside those formal department meetings. 

 For a mandatory meeting, we cannot be absent. We should always have a valid reason for being 

 absent; otherwise, we will have a problem (Teacher LOW D). 

 The department meetings take place three times a year. If teachers want to work together in 

 between, this is done on their own initiative, but this is not mandatory (Teacher LOW D). 

5.3.2. The role of principal leadership for teachers’ professional development 

Regarding the role of principal leadership for teachers’ professional development, since instructional 

feedback or subject-specific feedback from the principal is difficult in both the high-perceived and low-

perceived PLC departments, general feedback from the principal is essential.  

 I understand that the principal does not have the time to always observe everyone and attend 

 classes. It is difficult to give [subject-specific] feedback to such a large team (Teacher HIGH A). 

 I do not give a lot of subject-specific feedback, because sometimes I hardly know the subject matter  

 (Principal LOW D). 

The difference between the high-perceived and low-perceived PLC departments is that for instructional 

feedback or subject-specific feedback, the principals in the high-perceived PLC departments encourage 

their teachers to rely on their subject colleagues or make use of external pedagogical counsellors.  

 We will not give feedback unless we know the subject itself. We rather go to the service for 

 pedagogical counselling or look for subject-specific help within the department (Principal HIGH A).  

 For subject-specific questions and feedback, I should rely on my department colleagues (Teacher 

 HIGH A). 

In addition, in the high-perceived PLC departments, the principals pay a great deal of attention to 

general feedback, such as communicating with department colleagues, parents and students,  

collaboration, and projects or initiatives of teachers. In other words, they actively and regularly evaluate 

their teachers’ functioning at the school. 

The principal gives feedback on how you work within the school, how you function, how you see  

your future here at school, what you would like to change, what you like and so on (Teacher HIGH 

A). 
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Also, in the high-perceived PLC departments, teachers’ professional development is supported and 

stimulated by the principal. For example, they encourage their teachers to follow external professional 

development initiatives. 

Teachers should follow at least two professional development initiatives a year, a general-

pedagogical and a subject-specific one. Most teachers meet this expectation. If not, they are 

reminded (Principal HIGH A). 

The principal provides a framework in which the teachers can be professional. Teachers receive e-

mails with suggestions and reminders of external professional development initiatives (Teacher 

HIGH B). 

Moreover, they also offer internal professional development initiatives. 

We offer teachers the possibility to attend internal professional development initiatives. For 

example, we invite speakers to the school (Principal HIGH A). 

Additionally, sometimes they require all their teachers to attend certain professional development 

initiatives. 

Every teacher should attend some professional development initiatives. For example, a course 

about learning difficulties (Department head HIGH B). 

Finally, all teachers feel appreciated by their principal in the high-perceived PLC departments. 

 The principal gives no subject-specific feedback, but he appreciates us and he always knows what 

 we are doing, so I am satisfied (Teacher HIGH A). 

In contrast, feedback from the principal is scarce in the low-perceived PLC departments. In addition, 

most of the teachers in the low-perceived PLC departments are less likely to ask for feedback from their  

department colleagues. Hence, they do not receive any feedback from their school. 

 I can turn to colleagues for feedback, but I feel no need to do so (Teacher LOW C). 

Furthermore, in the low-perceived PLC departments, teachers’ professional development is less 

stimulated by the principal and is instead seen as an individual responsibility of the teacher.  

 The principal leaves it [teachers’ professional development] up to us (Teacher LOW C). 

Finally, principals in low-perceived PLC departments are more resistant to external professional 

development initiatives. 

The principal prefers that only one teacher participates in an external professional development 

initiative to reduce costs (Teacher LOW C). 
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Teachers should only go to useful professional development initiatives and this in their free time; 

otherwise, time that could be invested in lessons is lost (Principal LOW C). 

5.4. Departmental leadership 

Research question 4 explores how teachers, the department head himself/herself, and the principal 

across departments perceive departmental leadership and how this is related to PLC characteristics in 

departments and teachers’ professional development. 

5.4.1. The role of departmental leadership for PLC characteristics in departments 

As to stimulate PLC characteristics in departments, the department heads in the high-perceived PLC 

departments perform leadership practices that differ from the department heads in the low-perceived 

PLC departments. 

The department heads in the high-perceived PLC departments have a supporting and motivating role 

for teacher participation and collaboration in their department. For example, they encourage their 

teachers to discuss the content and teaching of their subject. 

 The department head is responsible for motivating the department colleagues to work together  

 (Teacher HIGH A). 

 The department head makes a difference in the department by communicating to the different 

 grades. If there is no communication, there is no collaboration and no learning line across the 

 different grades (Teacher HIGH B). 

Second, they are considered as collective problem solvers. For example, the department head will discuss 

a solution together with the department colleagues. 

 If we have problems, we need to contact the department head and then she will organise a 

 department meeting (Teacher HIGH A). 

 We are encouraged by the department head to find a solution to a problem together  (Teacher 

 HIGH A). 

In contrast, the department heads of the low-perceived PLC departments have a more supervisory or 

controlling role for teacher participation and collaboration in their department. They follow up on 

agreements and evaluate the department colleagues at the request of the principal. 

 The department head addresses colleagues when they do something wrong or do not want to work 

 together, and she checks whether agreements are respected (Teacher LOW D). 



Chapter 2 
 

 
78 

 

Furthermore, they are considered as individual problem solvers. When a department colleague has a 

problem, the department head solves the problem alone and gives an answer to the teacher. There is 

no consultation about issues nor questions. 

 If there are problems, someone will tell the department head and she will solve it, without any 

 consultation (Teacher LOW C). 

5.4.2. The role of departmental leadership for teachers’ professional development 

The department heads of both the high-perceived and low-perceived PLC departments inform teachers 

about external professional development initiatives. In addition, in the high-perceived PLC departments, 

the department heads monitor the professional development of the department colleagues. For 

example, they stimulate collective reflection and discussions on teachers’ professional development. 

All the information that the school gets about professional development initiatives will be 

forwarded to the department. Everyone gets the offer, but the department head is responsible for 

monitoring teachers’ professional development (Teacher HIGH A). 

Furthermore, in the high-perceived PLC departments, the department heads are considered as subject 

matter experts. 

 The department head has knowledge and expertise in the learning content of all grades (Teacher 

 HIGH A). 

Finally, in the high-perceived PLC departments, the department heads translate policy decisions made 

by the principal and external educational stakeholders to the department (i.e. changes in the curriculum).  

 The department head must track and pass on the curriculum changes (Teacher HIGH A). 

In low-perceived PLC departments, in contrast, the tasks of department heads are limited to simply 

informing department colleagues about professional development initiatives. In addition, most teachers 

in the low-perceived PLC departments are less satisfied with their department head. 

 The department head will not take up all his duties, so we will have to set up a turnaround system 

 to carry out certain tasks of her (Teacher LOW C). 

 When I was a beginning teacher at the school, I thought that the department head was someone 

 else (Teacher LOW D). 

 The department head is one of the colleagues who may be more enthusiastic; she is a good teacher , 

 but she lacks the power to be a good department head (Teacher LOW D). 
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Table 3 

Summary of the findings: differences between high-perceived and low-perceived PLC departments. 

 
High-perceived  

PLC departments 

Low-perceived  

PLC departments 

Collective responsibility  

(RQ1) 

- Students’ well-being 

- All students’ learning  

- Students’ well-being 

- Own students’ learning  

Reflective dialogue 

(RQ1) 

- Subject content 

- Subject didactics 

- Developing together and using 

the same teaching materials and 

approaches 

- Continuous 

- With the entire department 

- Practical matters 

- Merely exchanging teaching 

materials and approaches 

- During certain periods in the 

school year 

- With a limited number of 

department colleagues or 

independently 

Teachers’ professional 

development 

(RQ2) 

- Collective professional 

development 

- Subject-related professional 

development 

- General pedagogical and 

educational matters 

- Changes in teachers’ teaching 

practice 

- Shared teaching practice 

- Individual professional 

development 

- Learning occurs by coincidence 

- Teachers have difficulties  

describing what they have 

learned 

- Student discipline and 

classroom management 

Principal leadership 

(RQ3) 

- Encouraging grade-bound, 

cross-grade, formal, and 

informal dialogue 

- Focus on willingness to 

participate and collaborate in 

departments when selecting 

and assigning teachers 

- Actively searching for parallel 

colleagues 

- Attending formal department 

meetings 

- Encouraging teacher initiatives 

- Encouraging (collective)  

professional development 

- Teachers feel appreciated 

More attention to feedback 

- Encouraging only mandatory 

department meetings 

- Only intervene in case of 

problems 

- Teachers are not expected to 

collaborate outside the 

mandatory department 

meetings 

- Resistance to external 

professional development 

-  

Departmental leadership 

(RQ4) 

- Supporting or motivating 

teachers 

- Collective problem solvers 

- Subject matter experts 

- Monitoring professional 

development 

- Supervising or controlling on 

behalf of the principal 

- Individual problem solvers 

- Informing about professional 

development initiatives 
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6. Discussion 

This exploratory case study research has distinguished between two groups of departments based on 

teachers’ perceptions of the strength of two PLC characteristics (i.e. collective responsibility and reflective 

dialogue) in their department. As to understand how high-perceived PLC departments operate in 

secondary schools and how they differ from low-perceived PLC departments, the attitudes and 

behaviour of teachers as regards PLC characteristics in their department and the resulting  teachers’ 

professional development are documented. The importance of principal and departmental leadership 

for PLC characteristics and teachers’ professional development is identified.  

Regarding the first research question, in high-perceived PLC departments teachers experience a high 

level of collective responsibility for students ’ well-being and learning. Moreover, they have ongoing 

reflective dialogue with all members of their department. They also frequently develop learning content,  

teaching materials, and teaching strategies together. High-perceived PLC departments can be defined 

as departments where teachers have ongoing and in-depth conversations about education, teaching 

and student learning and assume a common responsibility for teaching and learning. Conversely, in low-

perceived PLC departments, teachers ’ sense of collective responsibility is limited to students ’ well-being 

and their own students’ learning. Their dialogues only take place at specific moments during the school 

year, with a limited number of department colleagues and restricted to practical matters. Teachers in 

low-perceived PLC departments usually work in isolation and only collaborate during mandatory 

department meetings. However, in both high-perceived and low-perceived PLC departments, there is 

little use of deprivatised practice. This is in line with the findings of Lomos et al. (2011), which showed 

that teachers in PLCs in secondary schools only occasionally observe each other ’s teaching practice. 

Indeed, the TALIS report has shown that Flemish teachers rarely share their teaching practice openly 

and, likewise, rarely observe or provide feedback to each other (Organisation for Economic Co-operation 

and Development [OECD], 2014). Future research could explore why teachers in secondary schools do 

not participate in deprivatised practice. 

Concerning research question 2, differences emerge between teachers’ professional development 

depending on the presence of PLC characteristics in their department. Teachers in high-perceived PLC 

departments learn more from their department colleagues when compared to teachers in low-perceived 

PLC departments. Moreover, they consider participation in their department as more valuable for their  

professional development than teachers in low-perceived PLC departments. Teachers in high-perceived 

PLC departments acknowledge that department colleagues could be resources for their professional 

development. They also report more subject-specific professional development when compared to 

teachers in low-perceived PLC departments. Hence, the findings of this study indicate that teachers who 
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experience more collective responsibility for their subject(s) tend to have more frequent in-depth 

discussions with department colleagues. As a result, they learn more about their subject and develop 

their teaching practice accordingly. These findings corroborate previous research that points to the 

importance of reflective dialogue about teaching for teachers’ professional development (Stoll et al., 

2006) and teachers’ teaching practice (Parise & Spillane, 2010). These findings confirm that participation 

in a department with a high presence of PLC characteristics can result in teachers’ professional 

development (Vanblaere & Devos, 2017). 

Furthermore, this study has found that both the principal and the department head influences PLC 

characteristics in departments and teachers’ professional development. This is in line with previous 

studies of Darling-Hammond and Richardson (2009), Ghamrawi (2010), and Stoll et al. (2006), who found 

that leadership at all levels is important for developing and improving PLCs and teachers’ professional 

development. However, differences in leadership emerged between high-perceived and low-perceived 

PLC departments. 

Regarding research question 3, the results reveal that principals of high-perceived PLC departments 

provide their teachers with more support to work and learn together. Teachers in low-perceived PLC 

departments do not feel that their principal either supports or even expects this. Furthermore, the results 

indicate that principals of high-perceived PLC departments have a transformational leadership style.  

Here, the principal operates as a role model for participation and professional development in 

departments. This supports the theory that transformational principals can create a collaborative culture 

and a learning organisation (Bryk et al., 1999; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000), even in large-scale secondary 

schools. Furthermore, principals of high-perceived PLC departments are more positive and supportive 

regarding the professional development of their teachers by promoting teachers’ professional 

development, in addition to paying sufficient attention to feedback. When principals are unable to 

provide instructional feedback, teachers receive feedback from their department colleagues. This 

confirms previous findings that principals sometimes have no knowledge of the teachers’ subject, and 

instructional leadership is less utilised in secondary schools by the principal (Tuytens, 2012). However, 

as teachers can receive subject-specific feedback from their department colleagues, it can be assumed 

that department colleagues carry out instructional leadership practices. 

Furthermore, research question 4 explores how teachers perceive departmental leadership and how this 

is related to PLC characteristics in departments and teachers’ professional development. This study 

shows that department heads influence both teacher participation and collaboration in departments and 

their professional development. Hence, the results suggest that stimulating teachers to participate in 

their department and improving their professional development are two major leadership roles. This is 

in line with a quantitative study conducted in Flemish secondary schools by Vanblaere and Devos (2017),  
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in which two different leadership styles of department heads were found: group-oriented departmental 

leadership and development-oriented departmental leadership. The first focuses on improving and 

stimulating a collegial environment and collaboration or participation in the department. The latter  

focuses on improving and stimulating teacher and student development. The comparison between high-

perceived and low-perceived PLC departments in this study, however, provided a more fine-grained 

understanding of these two departmental leadership styles. More specifically, this study shows that in 

high-perceived PLC departments, department heads are considered as supporters  and motivators for 

teacher participation and collaboration in their department. They encourage teachers to discuss the 

content and the teaching of their subject, while department heads of low-perceived PLC departments  

have a supervisory role. This is consistent with the study of Vanblaere and Devos (2017), who found that 

teachers who perceive high group-oriented departmental leadership experience more collective 

responsibility in their department and engage in more reflective dialogue than teachers who state that 

their department head does not focus on this. Moreover, this finding confirms the pivotal role of the 

department head in encouraging and defining a collaborative culture in departments (Busher & Harris, 

1999; Ghamrawi, 2010). The second departmental leadership style - concerning the coordinating role of 

department heads in teachers’ professional development - is also confirmed in this study. For instance, 

they inform teachers in their department about professional development initiatives. In high-perceived 

PLC departments, department heads are considered as subject matter experts. Due to their subject 

expertise, department heads can also take on the role of instructional leaders. This result confirms that 

it is an important task for department heads to bring in expert knowledge (Binkhorst et al., 2017; 

Schelfhout et al., 2015). Finally, department heads in high-perceived PLC departments monitor the  

professional development of the teachers in their department, whereas this is lacking in low-perceived 

PLC departments. This is in line with the findings of Vanblaere and Devos (2017), who found that teachers 

whose department head follows up on teachers’ professional development engage in more reflective 

dialogue than their colleagues whose department head does not. Moreover, this result confirms the 

findings of Shiu and Chrispeels (2003), and Weller (2001), who found that department heads are 

responsible and accountable for the monitoring of teachers’ professional development in their 

department. 

6.1. Limitations 

This study has several limitations. First, deprivatised practice was not included in the selection of 

departments for the present exploratory case study research, due to its low mean score in the 

quantitative online teacher survey. The results should therefore not be generalised to all PLCs, but should 

be understood only in relation to the two PLC characteristics analysed in the context of secondary school 

departments. However, the findings of this study mirror studies conducted in Flemish primary schools. 
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See for example Vanblaere (2016) and De Neve and Devos (2017), who found in low PLC schools a sense 

of individualism, and dialogue that remained at a superficial level and were not spread throughout the 

school or school year, while the inverse was true for high PLC schools. Moreover, in low PLC schools, 

teachers’ professional development was considered as an individual responsibility, whereas in high PLC 

school, teachers reported on more diverse and profound professional development. Finally, the principal 

in low PLC schools showed fewer initiatives in elaborating structural and cultural school conditions that 

develop a PLC. In contrast, the principal in high PLC schools invested in elaborating on both structural 

and cultural school conditions and shared leadership functions.  

A second limitation concerns the limited sample scope. A relatively low number of participants drawn 

from four departments were involved in this study. Moreover, as these departments were selected 

through critical case sampling, they have a unique profile. The findings should therefore be interpreted 

with caution and should not be generalised to other populations. However, the results can be transferred 

to several similar contexts, for example the Dutch context. The results of the quantitative study in 83 

departments of 31 secondary schools, on which the case selection of this study was based, are very 

similar to the PLC analysis of Lomos (2012) in Dutch secondary schools. Therefore, the findings of the 

qualitative analysis of this study are also relevant for secondary school departments in The Netherlands. 

Future research should consider using a larger number of departments.  

Finally, this study focused on collective responsibility, reflective dialogue, teachers’ professional 

development, and principal and departmental leadership. Other factors that may affect the development 

and improvement of PLCs, such as school context factors (e.g. school size, location, and particular mix 

of students) and external influences (e.g. local and broader community, and policy decisions) (Stoll et al., 

2006) were not included in this study. In addition, no other factors influencing teachers’ professional 

development were included, for instance, teacher characteristics (e.g. demographics and self-efficacy),  

and school organisational conditions (e.g. participative decision-making and autonomy) (Geijsel et al., 

2009). Such factors could be examined in future research to obtain a broader picture of how departments  

can operate as PLCs, the role they play in teachers’ professional development, and the role of principal 

and departmental leadership for PLC characteristics in departments and teachers’ professional 

development. 

6.2. Implications 

Considering the limitations and exploratory nature of this study, the findings may provide useful 

recommendations for practitioners and policymakers. This study furthers the understanding of teachers ’ 

participation, collaboration and professional development in secondary school departments. 
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First, given the importance of high-perceived PLC departments for teachers’ professional development, 

practitioners and policymakers should acknowledge that PLC characteristics in secondary school 

departments should be further stimulated. It is important that reflective dialogue is not limited to daily 

practical matters but involve in-depth conversations about teaching and the subject. Principals and 

department heads need to encourage their teachers in this way. Boundaries that could prevent teachers 

from participating and collaborating in their department should be acknowledged. In high-perceived 

PLC departments, this study found that time is made available for formal department meetings, and 

when teachers need to address specific problems, informal and voluntary support is given (Stoll et al., 

2006). A combination of formal structures and initiatives from teachers is essential for teachers’ 

professional development. 

Second, principals should pay attention to their transformational leadership style and use this in 

supporting and encouraging teachers’ participation, collaboration and professional development in their  

department. As it is difficult for principals to possess exhaustive knowledge of every subject being 

taught, instructional leadership can become a task for the department head or department colleagues. 

Third, the department head plays an important role in high-perceived PLC departments. Therefore, it is 

advisable that principals delegate a capable person for this position. Furthermore, specific training for 

department heads can facilitate their ability to support high-perceived PLC departments and lead to 

better professional development for teachers. To our knowledge, policy on the role and functioning of 

departments is limited to countries like the United Kingdom (Teacher Training Agency, 1998).  

Furthermore, the content of departmental leadership is determined by individual schools and not 

prescribed by government regulations (Eurydice, 2013). Therefore, in countries where there are few or 

no policy documents on the role and functioning of departments and the role of department heads, 

such as Flanders, policy documents need to be elaborated. In this regard, initiatives , such as the ongoing 

teacher career debate in Flanders and a recently conducted project in the Netherlands, in which the 

central question was how the role and responsibilities of departments look like, are supported. The 

Ministry of Education, Culture and Science in The Netherlands commissioned this project (van Etteger  et 

al., 2013). 
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Appendix A 

Semi-structured interview guide. 

PLC-

characteristics 

General 

collaboration 

How would you describe the atmosphere between colleagues? 

How would you describe your relationship with colleagues? What 

does this relationship mean to you? What is your vision on 

collaboration? What do you find important about collaboration? 

What do you consider as positive aspects of collaboration? Which 

aspects could be improved? What is the school’s vision on 

collaboration? In case your school has a policy on collaboration, 

what does this policy emphasise? What role does the principal play 

in this policy? What agreements apply to collaboration (how often, 

how much time, how long)? Are teachers obliged to participate in 

collaboration? In case your school has difficulties with 

collaboration, what are the difficulties? In case your school has a 

culture around collaboration, what does this culture mean and 

how is this culture built? How is collaboration 

supported/stimulated within the school? How does the principal 

support/stimulate collaboration within the school? Who 

supports/stimulates collaboration within the school? 

 

Additional questions for the school leader: How well are you aware 

of the collegiality among teachers? To what extent does the school 

pay attention to collaboration between teachers? How is 

collaboration in your school defined and organised? How is the 

policy on collaboration developed and applied in the school? 

Collaboration 

department 

What do you think about the collaboration in your department? 

What do you think is positive about the collaboration of your 

department? What could be better in the collaboration of your 

department? Would you like more/less collaboration? In which 

area? When do you collaborate with colleagues from your 

department? What is discussed in your department? Which things  

do you do together with your department? With whom do you 

mainly collaborate within your department?  

Collective 

responsibility 

To what extent do you feel that your department has a shared 

responsibility for all students? In what way does this happen? Does 

this happen often? How do you feel about this? 

Reflective 

dialogue 

To what extent do teachers in your department consult and 

exchange ideas? In what way does this happen? Does this happen 

often? How do you feel about this? 

Teachers’ 

professional 

development 

 

What did you learn throughout the past school year? Where did 

you learn this? Why did you learn this? Did you use the things you 

learned in your teaching practice? What role does the school play 

in your professional development? What role does the principal 

play in your professional development? What role does the 

department head play in your professional development? What 

role do your colleagues play in your professional development? 

Which role do you personally play in your professional 

development? What role do your students play in your 

professional development? Which possibilities are available at 



Leadership, PLC characteristics and teachers ’ professional development 

 

 
91 

 

your school for your professional development? Which 

possibilities have you used recently? What do you think of these 

possibilities? What encourages you to use these possibilities? 

What hinders you from using these possibilities? To what extent 

do you learn by collaborating with colleagues? What do you learn 

from colleagues? To what extent do you learn by collaborating 

with colleagues from your department? What do you learn from 

colleagues in your department? Do you share what you learn 

individually with your colleagues? Do your colleagues share what 

they learn individually with you? What do you think of this  

exchange? In what sense do you consider it important to continue 

to learn? Why? Did you apply new ideas in your teaching practice? 

Did you change your teaching practice during the past school 

year? Why did you change your teaching practice? Why did you 

not change your teaching practice? 

Principal 

leadership 

Leadership 

How would you describe your relationship with the principal? 

What does this relationship mean to you? What do you expect 

from a good principal? To what extent does the current principal 

meet these expectations? 

Additional questions for the school leader: How would you 

describe your relationship with the teachers? What does this  

relationship mean to you? 

Feedback 

To what extent does your principal give sufficient feedback to 

teachers? Have you already received feedback from your principal; 

if so, what kind of feedback is it about here? Is it about general 

feedback or subject-specific feedback? On whom do you (still) 

appeal for subject-specific feedback? What do you think of this 

feedback? 

Departmental 

leadership 
 

Is there a permanent department head been appointed for your 

department? Who will take on this task? What do you think of this  

person? What is the main role of this person? What are the tasks 

of this person? How does this person make a difference in the 

collaboration within your department? How would you describe 

your relationship with the department head? What does this  

relationship mean to you? What do you expect from a good 

department head? To what extent does the current department 

head meet these expectations? 

 

Additional questions for the department head: How would you 

describe your relationship with the teachers? What does this  

relationship mean to you? 
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Appendix B 

Coding scheme. 

PLC-

characteristics 

General 

collaboration 

Relationships with colleagues (the relationship between 

participant and colleagues); Own vision (what is the participant’s  

vision on collaboration); Positive aspects collaboration (what goes 

well within the collaboration/benefits); Negative aspects 

collaboration (what goes wrong or what can be improved within 

the collaboration/disadvantages); School vision (what is the vision 

of the school on collaboration); Policy (formal collaboration: what 

is the policy of the school about collaboration, e.g. agreements); 

Organisation/conditions (how is collaboration organised, e.g. 

departments/work groups/... and what are the conditions for 

collaboration); Culture (informal collaboration: what is the culture 

of the school around collaboration); Support and stimulation 

(support and stimulation of the general collaboration, e.g. how 

and by whom?). 

Collaboration 

department 

More/less collaboration (Satisfaction with the amount of 

collaboration in the department and why); Positive aspects 

department (what goes well within the collaboration of the 

department/benefits); Negative aspects department (what goes 

wrong or what can be improved within the collaboration of the 

department/disadvantages); When (when is there collaboration in 

the department, e.g. during exams); What (what is the content of 

the collaboration, e.g. discussions about practice/collaboration on 

material); Who (whit whom is there collaboration, e.g. department 

colleagues); Collective responsibility (collective responsibility for 

all students within the department); Reflective dialogue 

(discussions between colleagues within the department). 

Teachers’ 

professional 

development 

 

Learned (what did the participants learn/what is the content of 

professional development); Where: outside the school/in the 

school (where did teacher learn: outside the school, e.g. in-service 

training/in the school, e.g. inviting a speaker into the school); 

Purpose (why did teachers learn (or not)/why do teachers continue 

to learn (or not)); Motives (what are the motives/motivations to 

learn); Obstacles (what are the obstacles/hindrances to learn); 

Actors professional development (Reference to those involved in 

professional development: from whom did the participants 

learn/who plays a role in professional development? E.g. principal, 

department head, colleagues, self, students); Beliefs about 

learning together (How do the participants think about learning 

with and from each other); Changes in thinking (do changes take 

place in the thinking/in the head of the participant?); Changes in 

teaching practice (Do changes take place in the behaviour/in the 

teaching practice of the participant?). 

Principal 

leadership 

Leadership 

Relationships with principal (the relationship between participant 

and principal); Expectations regarding principal (what are the 

expectations of the participant regarding the principal and to what 

extent does the principal meet these expectations). 

Feedback 

General feedback (e.g. collaboration in the school, projects); 

Instructional/subject-specific feedback (feedback on the teacher ’s 

subject, e.g. mathematics/French/General Studies). 
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Departmental 

leadership 
 

Who department head (who will take on this role/what are the 

characteristics of this person); Tasks (what is the role/what are the 

different tasks of the department head); Relationships with 

department head (the relationship between participant and 

department head); Expectations regarding department head (what 

are the expectations of the participant regarding the department 

head and to what extent does the department head meet these 

expectations). 

Note: the codes used are in bold; the description of the codes is given between brackets.  
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Chapter 3 

Departmental PLCs in secondary schools: The 

importance of transformational leadership, teacher 

autonomy, and teachers’ self-efficacy 

Abstract 

Professional learning communities (PLCs) are considered ideal contexts for teachers’ professional 

development and school improvement. Therefore, it is necessary to explore the interplay between PLC 

characteristics (i.e. collective responsibility, reflective dialogue, and deprivatised practice) in secondary 

school departments, and understand what variables (i.e. transformational principal leadership, teacher  

autonomy, and teachers’ self-efficacy) stimulate these PLC characteristics. Data were collected from 324 

mathematics, French, and General Studies teachers in 80 departments in 33 Flemish (Belgian) secondary 

schools. The results of a path analysis show that teachers ’ collective responsibility and self-efficacy are 

positively related to their reflective dialogue. Furthermore, the relationship between transformational 

principal leaders and reflective dialogue is fully mediated by collective responsibility. Finally, the 

relationship between teacher autonomy and reflective dialogue is fully mediated by teachers ’ self-

efficacy. 
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1. Introduction  

The teaching profession has become progressively complex, with increasing demands and expectations  

being placed on teachers (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009). Consequently, international researchers are 

urging teachers to participate and collaborate in professional learning communities (PLCs) (McLaughlin 

& Talbert, 2001; Stoll et al., 2006). In these PLCs, teachers can learn from and with each other by sharing 

experiences and practices, and engaging in reflective interactions (Stoll et al., 2006). As a result, PLCs are 

seen as promising contexts for improving students ’ learning, teachers’ teaching, and teachers’ 

professional development in schools (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009; Stoll et al., 2006). They therefore 

improve the school itself (Stoll et al., 2006).  

Secondary schools are large organisations in which several PLCs can be active. Previous studies on PLCs 

(e.g. Lomos et al., 2011) have focused on school-wide or department-based PLCs. The latter approach is 

most commonly used in studies on PLCs in secondary schools (Lomos et al., 2011). More specifically,  

secondary schools are often divided into separate departments, based on the teachers ’ subject. As such, 

these departments form the most important units for organising and regulating teacher beha viour in 

secondary schools (Visscher & Witziers, 2004). Furthermore, teachers describe their department as more 

than an administrative unit. They describe it as contexts that have potential for exchanging experiences 

and practices (Brown et al., 2000; Melville & Wallace, 2007). Moreover, teachers involved in the same 

subjects are more likely to interact as they have more in common, such as mutual interests that focus 

on several elements of the teaching job; educational goals, teaching methods and strategies , student 

evaluation, and their own professional development (Huberman, 1993; Little, 2002; McLaughlin & 

Talbert, 2001). Hence, PLCs are conceptualised and operationalised in this study at the department level 

as departmental PLCs. However, according to Verbiest (2008), questions regarding the importance of 

departmental PLCs and the ways in which departmental PLCs in secondary schools can be developed 

have not yet been answered. Breaking down the PLC concept into clear and identifiable characteristics  

can be useful for theory and practice and can provide information about the interrelationships between 

PLC characteristics and how they can be encouraged (Lomos, 2012; Sleegers et al., 2013; Stoll et al., 

2006). The present study will consider PLC characteristics as separate variables, distinguishing between 

(1) the presence of certain norms and beliefs in PLCs, and (2) collaborative activities in PLCs (Bryk et al., 

1999). 

Teachers’ participation in PLCs does not take place in a vacuum. A review study conducted by Stoll et al. 

(2006) shows that both the school context and personal teacher characteristics can stimulate or impede 

PLCs. In the educational context, principal leadership (e.g. Bryk et al., 1999) and teacher autonomy (e.g. 

Canrinus et al., 2011; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2009) are found to be important factors at the school level. At 

the personal teacher level, self-efficacy is found to be positively related to collaboration (e.g. Tschannen-
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Moran & Hoy, 2001). Although these variables have already been found as important for PLCs, to our 

knowledge, no previous studies have examined the combination of these variables. To fill this research 

gap, the goal of this study is to examine the interplay between factors at the school level (i.e. principal 

leadership and teacher autonomy) and the teacher level (i.e. self-efficacy) influencing PLCs. The Job 

Demands-Resources (JD-R) model (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007) provides a useful framework for the 

construction of the theoretical model below. 

2. Theoretical framework  

The construction of the theoretical model, including the interplay of factors at the school level (i.e. 

principal leadership and teacher autonomy) and the teacher level (i.e. self-efficacy) is based on the JD-R 

model (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). The JD-R model (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007) has revealed that job 

resources and personal resources are able to stimulate a motivational process leading to teacher learning 

(Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). These job resources include relatedness, support, and autonomy. In the 

present study, the first job resource of relatedness is operationalised in participation and collaboration 

in departmental PLCs, actualised through collaboration and shared work with colleagues (Deci & Ryan, 

2000). The second job resource of support is operationalised in transformational principal leadership. 

This is a crucial leadership style, consisting of elements such as individualised support of teachers’ 

professional development and self-efficacy (e.g. Geijsel et al., 2009; Nguni et al., 2006), and building a 

collaborative culture (Bryk et al., 1999; Day et al., 2016; Leithwood et al., 1998; Youngs & King, 2002).  

Examining the interplay of these factors may reveal the role of the principal in influencing PLCs in a direct 

and indirect way. The third job resource of autonomy is operationalised in teacher autonomy or the need 

of teachers to feel in control and to self-direct their own professional development (i.e. self-efficacy) 

(Bandura, 1997; Ryan & Deci, 2000). In this way, teachers feel more involved in collective learning 

processes (Bakker et al., 2003, 2004; Canrinus et al., 2011; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2009). Additionally, the 

JD-R model determines the mediating role of personal resources (Xanthopoulou et al., 2007). This is 

operationalised in teachers’ self-efficacy as one of the most important psychological teacher  

characteristics that influences teacher behaviour (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001). In sum, the current 

study includes contextual factors operationalised in transformational principal leadership and teacher  

autonomy that influence the personal  teacher characteristic of self-efficacy and, in turn, influence PLC 

characteristics in departmental PLCs. In the following paragraphs, the key variables of the present study 

are further discussed. In particular, PLC characteristics as outcome variables are presented, followed by 

job resources operationalised as two variables at the school level (i.e. transformational principal 

leadership and teacher autonomy), and a discussion of one personal resource operationalised in 

teachers’ self-efficacy as a variable at the teacher level. 
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2.1. PLC characteristics 

Over the past decades, the research interest in the PLC concept has grown tremendously (e.g. Lomos et 

al., 2011; Sleegers et al., 2013; Vangrieken et al., 2015; Vescio et al., 2008). However, studies on PLCs 

differ significantly in terms of how they conceptualise PLCs (Sleegers et al., 2013). In their review study, 

Stoll et al. (2006) stated that there is no universal definition of PLCs. Nevertheless, there is international 

consensus that a PLC is a group of people (i.e. teachers) who share and critically question their teaching 

practice in an ongoing, reflective, collaborative, and inclusive, learning- and growth-oriented way. This 

means that teachers in a school or department continuously seek and share learning, and act on their 

learning for the students’ benefit (Stoll et al., 2006). However, a PLC remains an umbrella concept 

(Vangrieken et al., 2015). The first conceptualisations of PLCs originates from the 1980s. PLCs were than 

operationalised as a one-dimensional concept to capture a sense of community. Thereafter, the 

multidimensional perspective became dominant (Lomos et al., 2011; Stoll et al., 2006). In the vast 

majority of studies, the interpersonal dimension of PLCs appears to be central to their definition (Bolam 

et al., 2005; Sleegers et al., 2013; Stoll et al., 2006). The interpersonal dimension refers to the capacity of 

teachers to learn together and collaborate, based on shared conceptions of learning, instruction and 

education, to construct, reconstruct and apply knowledge as a team (Sleegers et al., 2013; Verbiest, 

2008). In this dimension, a distinction is made between (1) mental characteristics, the necessary 

conditions to support collaboration in PLCs (Stoll et al., 2006), and (2) behavioural characteristics, the 

collaborative activities in PLCs that are important for teachers ’ professional behaviour (Stoll et al., 2006).  

2.1.1. Mental characteristics 

For mental characteristics, a distinction can be made between ‘collective responsibility’ and ‘shared 

values and vision’. Collective responsibility for student learning concerns discussing how teachers ’ 

instruction can stimulate students ’ intellectual growth and development (Louis et al., 1996). Teachers in 

PLCs have a collective responsibility for all students ’ learning within a school or department (Wahlstrom 

& Louis, 2008). Some researchers also identify shared values and vision as a mental characteristic.  

However, some define shared values and vision as a supportive leadership condition rather than a PLC 

characteristic (Fullan, 2015; Senge, 2006). Furthermore, others state that shared values and vision overlap 

with collective responsibility, and should not be considered as a separate PLC characteristic (Lomos et 

al., 2011; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). Moreover, the validation study conducted by Lomos et al. (2011) on 

the measurement of PLCs and their characteristics raises concerns about shared values and vision. 

Shared values and vision contain aspects of the role of the principal and refer to a supportive practice 

rather than a PLC characteristic. Consequently, this study focuses solely on collective responsibility as 

the mental characteristic of a PLC.  
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2.1.2. Behavioural characteristics 

For behavioural characteristics, ‘reflective dialogue’ and ‘deprivatised practice’ are distinguished 

(Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). Reflective dialogue refers to teachers ’ in-depth conversations with other PLC 

members about educational issues, such as curriculum, instruction, and student learning (Louis et al., 

1996; Stoll et al., 2006; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). These conversations can lead to new ideas and help 

teachers to reflect on and develop their teaching practice (Louis et al., 1996; Stoll et al., 2006; Wahlstrom 

& Louis, 2008). Deprivatised practice relates to teachers openly sharing their teaching practice, for 

example, by observing each other’s teaching practice, trading roles of mentor, advisor or specialist, and 

giving and receiving feedback (Louis et al., 1996; Stoll et al., 2006; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). 

In short, earlier theoretical work regarding interpersonal PLC characteristics distinguished conceptually 

between mental and behavioural characteristics and assumed that the mental characteristics drive the 

behavioural characteristics (Bryk et al., 1999; Verbiest, 2016). However, there is a lack of empirical 

research into the relationship between the mental and behavioural characteristics. Therefore, the first 

aim of this study is to explore the relationships between collective responsibility as a mental PLC 

characteristic, and reflective dialogue and deprivatised practice as behavioural PLC characteristics. 

2.2. Variables related to PLCs  

Previous research (e.g. De Neve & Devos, 2016; Geijsel et al., 2009; Kwakman, 2003; Vanblaere & Devos, 

2016) studied a number of variables related to PLCs. In this respect, contextual factors (i.e. 

transformational principal leadership and teacher autonomy) and personal  teacher characteristics (i.e. 

teachers’ self-efficacy) prove to be important (Stoll et al., 2006; Verbiest, 2008). Transformational 

principal leadership can be considered as a lever for team building among teachers, whereby teachers 

are encouraged to share ideas and exchange practices while implementing the school vision (e.g. Bryk 

et al., 1999). Alternatively, the school context can be characterised by a work environment that provides 

autonomy to teachers. Here, teachers are stimulated to work independently and learn through their own 

individual practice (e.g. Clement & Vandenberghe, 2000). This study examines how the combination of 

transformational principal leadership and teacher autonomy influences interpersonal PLC characteristics.  

Moreover, teachers’ self-efficacy is considered as an important psychological variable related to 

professional learning (e.g. Geijsel et al., 2009; Xanthopoulou et al., 2007). Indeed, research indicates that 

transformational principal leadership practices are strongly mediated by self-efficacy (Geijsel et al., 2009; 

Runhaar et al., 2010). Transformational principal leadership can influence teachers’ belief in their 

capacities and prompt them to be open to their colleagues. Self-efficacy is also influenced by teachers ’ 

perception of their autonomy in schools. When teachers feel limited in what they do, their self-efficacy 

is negatively affected (Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2010). Therefore, transformational principal leadership, 

teacher autonomy, and teachers ’ self-efficacy are included in this study as variables related to PLCs. 
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2.2.1. Transformational principal leadership 

Several studies state that principal leadership is key to developing and improving PLCs in schools (Bryk 

et al., 1999; Youngs & King, 2002). According to Stoll et al. (2006) and Engels et al. (2008), principals can 

create conditions for the development of a school culture to encourage teaching and learning. 

Consequently, they have a strong influence on teachers and their teaching practice (De Neve & Devos, 

2016; Stoll et al., 2006; Vanblaere & Devos, 2016). Transformational leadership is a strategy that focuses 

on how leaders influence their staff by connecting individuals (Leithwood, 1992). These leaders inspire 

and motivate teachers to improve the quality of education (Hallinger, 2003). Transformational principal 

leadership has been related to PLCs in previous studies (e.g. Minckler, 2014; Pounder, 1999). For instance, 

the more teachers perceive their principal as a transformational leader, the more they ask each other for 

feedback (Runhaar et al., 2010). Furthermore, Minckler (2014) states that transformational principal 

leadership increases teacher collaboration and community identity. Principals with a transformational 

leadership style allocate time for teachers to meet, provide opportunities for professional development 

(Youngs & King, 2002), reduce teacher isolation, and increase teachers ’ commitment to PLCs (Pounder, 

1999).  

In summary, it seems questionable that PLCs can be developed and improved within a school without 

strong transformational principal leadership (Bryk et al., 1999). Accordingly, the second aim of this study 

is to explore the relationship between transformational principal leadership and interpersonal PLC 

characteristics in departmental PLCs. 

2.2.2. Teacher autonomy 

Besides teacher collaboration, teachers value their autonomy as an important working condition that 

affects their professional status (Pearson & Moomaw, 2005). As such, in this study, teacher autonomy 

refers to ‘the space that teachers receive from their school to determine their own professional development 

and teaching practice’ (Hoekstra et al., 2009). At the same time, schools have to provide opportunities  

for teacher collaboration and teacher autonomy to connect teachers as a professional team (Canrinus et 

al., 2011). In the past however, teacher autonomy was mainly understood as a negative conceptualisation 

of independence and individualism (Hargreaves, 1993), excluding teacher collaboration by definition 

(Vangrieken et al., 2017). Nevertheless, the understanding of teacher autonomy as equal to individualism 

becomes unusable in an environment characterised by an increasing significance of teacher  

collaboration. Furthermore, the relevance of PLCs in schools does not have to eliminate the importance  

of teacher autonomy or vice versa (Toole & Louis, 2002). Nowadays, teacher autonomy has a more 

positive connotation, which includes personal choice, collaborative decision-making and the freedom to 

make professional choices (Vangrieken et al., 2017). For instance, Clement and Vandenberghe (2000) 

found a new form of teacher autonomy, which is described as a team recognising the importance of the 
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autonomy of a certain teacher to work on particular tasks. This underlines the close, but complex 

relationship between teacher participation and collaboration in PLCs and teacher autonomy (Clement & 

Vandenberghe, 2000). Therefore, teacher participation and collaboration in PLCs and teacher autonomy 

are not contradictory, but complementary (Clement & Vandenberghe, 2000; Huberman, 1993). Since 

Clement and Vandenberghe (2000) found that a healthy balance between teacher autonomy and 

collaboration (i.e. through participation in PLCs) is pivotal, it is  not possible or desirable to disengage 

one from the other. In this regard, schools should motivate teachers to participate in PLCs while 

simultaneously providing teachers with autonomy. Therefore, this study will examine the relationship 

between teacher autonomy and interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs. 

2.2.3. Teachers’ self-efficacy 

Self-efficacy is an important personal characteristic. It refers to a cognitive process in which people 

construct beliefs about their own capabilities to achieve desired outcomes, and it determines how people 

think, feel, behave, and motivate themselves (Bandura, 1978, 1997). A teacher’s self-efficacy is defined 

as ‘a judgement of his or her capabilities to bring about desired outcomes of student engagement and 

learning, even among those students who may be difficult or unmotivated’ (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 

2001, p.684). Several studies examined the relationship between teachers ’ self-efficacy and their  

collaborative behaviour. For example, when teachers engage in professional learning activities or 

collaboration that includes conversations about values and beliefs, they risk conflict and differences in 

opinion or receiving feedback which might disconfirm their positive self-efficacy (Johnson, 2003).  

However, if teachers gain sufficient support from their team, they will feel competent in meeting new 

challenges and engage more easily in professional learning activities (Oude Groote  Beverborg et al., 

2015). Moreover, several studies found a positive relationship between teachers ’ self-efficacy and their  

willingness to collaborate with colleagues (da Costa & Riordan, 1996; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008).  

However, further examination of how a sense of self-efficacy can support or inhibit teachers ’ willingness  

to share their experiences and teaching practice is necessary. 

Bandura (1978, 1997) and Xanthopoulou et al. (2007) suggest that teachers’ self-efficacy may function 

as a mediator in the relationship between contextual factors (i.e. transformational principal leadership 

and teacher autonomy) and teacher behaviour (i.e. collaborative behaviour) (Bandura, 1978, 1997). More 

specifically, the impact of transformational leadership practices and working conditions, such as teacher  

autonomy, on teacher behaviour (i.e. teacher participation and collaboration in PLCs) appears to be 

mediated by teachers’ self-efficacy (Geijsel et al., 2009; Kwakman, 2003). 

Consequently, the present study examines the interplay between the school context and a personal 

teacher characteristic by testing teachers ’ self-efficacy as a mediating variable between transformational 

principal leadership and teacher autonomy, and interpersonal PLC characteristics  in departmental PLCs 
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The theoretical model of the relationships between these variables is presented in Figure 1.  

3. Research aims and questions 

Given the potential of PLCs to improve students’ learning, teachers’ teaching, teachers’ professional 

development, and therefore the whole school (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009), the aim of this study is 

twofold. First, this study examines the relationships between interpersonal PLC characteristics (i.e. 

collective responsibility, reflective dialogue, and deprivatised practice). Research into the 

interrelatedness of these interpersonal PLC characteristics has generally been conducted through small-

scale qualitative studies (e.g. De Neve & Devos, 2017; Vanblaere, 2016). Large-scale quantitative studies 

that confirm the interplay between these interpersonal PLC characteristics are therefore needed (Bryk et 

al., 1999; Hargreaves, 2007). Second, this study aims to enhance the understanding of how certain 

contextual factors and a personal teacher characteristic (i.e. transformational principal leadership, 

teacher autonomy, and teachers ’ self-efficacy) can facilitate the development and improvement of 

interpersonal PLC characteristics (i.e. collective responsibility, reflective dialogue, and deprivatised 

practice) (Stoll et al., 2006). The following research questions are addressed: 

RQ1: How is collective responsibility as a mental PLC characteristic related to reflective dialogue 

and deprivatised practice as behavioural PLC characteristics? 

RQ2: How are transformational principal leadership and teacher autonomy as contextual factors 

related to collective responsibility, reflective dialogue, and deprivatised practice as interpersonal 

PLC characteristics? 

RQ3: How are transformational principal leadership and teacher autonomy as contextual factors 

indirectly related to collective responsibility, reflective dialogue, and deprivatised practice as 

interpersonal PLC characteristics via teachers’ self-efficacy? 
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Figure 1 

Theoretical model. 

 

4. Methodology 

A path analysis based on data from an online teacher survey was conducted to investigate the research 

questions. In path analysis, a hypothesised model of relationships between variables is tested statistically 

to determine the extent to which it is consistent with the data (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2017). 

4.1. Sample 

Data from an online teacher survey were collected from 324 teachers of mathematics, French, and 

General Studies 1  in 80 departments in 33 secondary schools in Flanders. The sample included 267 

(82.4%) female and 57 (17.6%) male teachers. This sample is representative of the Flemish educational 

context (Department of Education, 2016). The sample comprised 149 mathematics teachers (46.0%), 137 

French teachers (42.3%), and 38 General Studies teachers (11.7%). The average teaching experience was 

15.31 years (SD=9.88), varying from one year to 41 years. 

4.2. Measures 

The central concepts of this study are operationalised and measured using validated scales. These are 

discussed in more detail below. Confirmatory factor analyses were performed and the following fit  

indices were evaluated: the χ²-test, the χ²/df ratio, the comparative fit index (CFI), the Tucker-Lewis index 

                                                                 

1 General Studies (Project Algemene Vakken=PAV) is a transdisciplinary subject taught in Flemish vocational secondary education 

that uses an integrated approach to learning contents, such as mother tongue/linguistics, mathematics, communication and 

organisational skills, and social studies. 
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(TLI), the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and the standardised root mean square 

residual (SRMR). According to Hu and Bentler (1999), the χ²-test assesses the degree of fit between the 

hypothesised model and the data. This test statistic has to be non-significant. However, because of its 

sensitivity to sample size, it is almost always significant in large samples (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2017).  

Next, the χ²/df ratio was assessed. A value of ≤2 demonstrates a good fit, and a value of ≤3 determines 

an acceptable fit (Schermelleh-Engel et al., 2003). Furthermore, models with RMSEA and SRMR <.06, and 

TLI and CFI >.95 indicate a good fit. Models with RMSEA and SRMR <.08, and TLI and CFI >.90 

demonstrate an adequate fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999). 

4.2.1. Interpersonal PLC characteristics 

To measure the interpersonal PLC characteristics, subscales of the Teachers ’ Professional Community 

Index of Wahlstrom and Louis (2008) were used. These subscales measure three interpersonal PLC 

characteristics: collective responsibility, reflective dialogue, and deprivatised practice. They were adapted 

and translated for the Flemish context by Vanblaere and Devos (2017). Collective responsibility is 

measured with three items (e.g. ‘Teachers in my department feel responsible for helping each other to 

improve their instruction’). Reflective dialogue is measured with five items (e.g. ‘How often in this school 

year have you had conversations with colleagues from your department about what helps students to learn 

best?’). Deprivatised practice is measured with three items (e.g. ‘How often in this school year have 

colleagues from your department observed your class?’). All items are scored on a five-point Likert scale. 

The subscale of collective responsibility ranges from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). For 

reflective dialogue and deprivatised practice, the subscales range from 1 (never) to 5 (very often). 

Reliability analyses indicate that the subscales of collective responsibility (α=.73), reflective dialogue 

(α=.79), and deprivatised practice (α=.70) are reliable. The goodness-of-fit estimates are χ²=89.48, 

df=40, p<.001; χ²/df ratio=2.24; CFI=.95; TLI=.93; RMSEA=.06(.05-.08); and SRMR=.06, indicating an 

adequate fit. 

4.2.2. Transformational principal leadership 

Transformational principal leadership is measured using the supportive leadership function scale of 

Hulpia et al. (2009). This scale consists of 10 items (e.g. ‘My principal helps the teachers’), which are scored 

on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). The Cronbach’s alpha for this variable is 

.90. The goodness-of-fit indices indicate an acceptable fit: χ²=80.69, df=34, p<.001; χ²/df ratio=2.37; 

CFI=.96; TLI=.95; RMSEA=.06(.05-.08); and SRMR=.056. 

4.2.3. Teacher autonomy 

Teacher autonomy is measured using 11 items of the subscale general teaching autonomy from the 

teacher autonomy scale of Pearson and Moomaw (2006) (e.g. ‘I have the freedom to be creative in how I 
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teach my lessons’). This scale is scored on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 

5 (strongly agree). The Cronbach’s alpha is .73, which indicates a reliable construct; the scale also has a 

satisfactory fit: χ²=72.51, df=41, p=.002; χ²/df ratio=1.77; CFI=.93; TLI=.91; RMSEA=.05(.03-.07); and 

SRMR=.05. 

4.2.4. Teachers’ self-efficacy 

Teachers’ self-efficacy is measured by means of the short version of the Ohio State Teacher Efficacy Scale 

(Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001), which uses a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very 

well). The original scale consists of 12 items, three subscales (i.e. instructional strategies, classroom 

management, and student engagement), and one underlying factor, teachers ’ self-efficacy. Three items 

were deleted a priori, based on low factor loadings or items that are conceptually similar  to other items 

in the scale (i.e. item 3, item 11, and item 20) (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001, p.800). The remaining 

scale consists of nine items (e.g. ‘How much can you do to get children to follow classroom rules? ’).  

Reliability tests indicate that this scale is reliable (α=.82), and the goodness-of-fit indices indicate an 

acceptable fit: χ²=66.03, df=22, p<.001; χ²/df ratio=3.00; CFI=.95; TLI=.91; RMSEA=.08(.06-.10); and 

SRMR=.05. 

4.2.5. Control variables 

This study controls for two demographic teacher variables: gender and teaching experience. Regarding 

gender, Bryk et al. (1999) indicate that female teachers are more interested in dense patterns of informal 

communication at work and have lower preference for individualistic work settings. Gender (female, 

male) is a categorical variable. The first category is the reference category. Regarding teaching 

experience, Vanblaere and Devos (2015) state that teachers with more teaching experience score lower 

for interpersonal PLC characteristics. Teaching experience (number of years) is included as a continuous 

variable.  

4.3. Data analysis 

First, descriptive statistics and correlations for all the study variables were calculated. Second, this study 

considered two control variables. To facilitate model estimation, preliminary regression analyses for the 

control variables were performed. Only significant relationships at a .05 significance level between the 

control variables and the study variables were retained in the model. Third, the data was analysed via a 

path analysis. This study deals with complex data, as teachers are nested in departments. However, 

multilevel analysis was not applied (Hox, 2010; Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2017) since all study variables 

are collected at the individual level and the number of teachers per department is small (an average of 

4 teachers per department). However, as the nested structure of the data cannot be ignored (teachers 

are nested in departments), it was taken into account. The need to address the nesting issue in the data  
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is shown by the intraclass correlation coefficients (ICCs). The ICC is the proportion of the total variance 

explained by group membership. In educational contexts, ICC values of .10 are considered as medium 

and values of .15 as large (Hox, 2010). Deprivatised practice has an ICC value of .12. Both collective 

responsibility and reflective dialogue have an ICC value of .21. Ignoring the nested structure of the data 

would therefore lead to incorrect results. This means that standard errors are computed and corrected 

due to the fact that observations are non-independent (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2017). As the data was 

not normally distributed, the maximum-likelihood parameter estimates with standard errors and a χ² 

test statistic that are robust to non-normality and non-independence of observations were used (i.e. 

MLR). The model fit was evaluated using the fit indices mentioned above (cf. Measures). All analyses 

were performed with the Mplus 7 software package (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2017). 

5. Results 

5.1. Descriptive statistics and correlations 

First, the descriptive statistics and correlations in Table 1 show that teachers feel collectively responsible 

for student learning in their department (M=3.82; SD=.65), and occasionally discuss educational issues 

with their department colleagues (M=3.28; SD=.69). However, the mean of deprivatised practice is very 

low (M=1.52 on a scale from 1 ‘never’ to 5 ‘always’; SD=.59), which indicates that observing each other  

or helping each other to teach never or rarely happens. This is in line with the findings of Lomos (2012),  

who found that teachers in secondary schools rarely open their classroom door for observation. 

Moreover, the TALIS report (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2014) 

and Vanblaere and Devos (2017) found that teachers in Flemish secondary schools rarely observe each 

other’s teaching practice or provide feedback to each other. Based on the low mean score of deprivatised 

practice, the decision was made to remove deprivatised practice from further analyses. For 

transformational principal leadership (M=3.70; SD=.68), teacher autonomy (M=3.76; SD=.43), and 

teachers’ self-efficacy (M=3.67; SD=.46), the means are rather high. This indicates that teachers perceive 

their principal as a leader who frequently exhibits transformational leadership practices, that they 

experience freedom in their school, and that they strongly believe in their ability to achieve desired 

outcomes.
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Table 1 

Means (M), Standard Deviations (SD), and correlations of the scales (n=324). 

 M SD Range 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 

1. Collective responsibility 3.82 .65 1-5 -      

2. Reflective dialogue 3.28 .69 1-5 .437*** -     

3. Deprivatised practice 1.52 .59 1-5 .191*** .355*** -    

4. Transformational leadership 3.70 .68 1-5 .154** .111* .102* -   

5. Teacher autonomy 3.76 .43 1-5 .082 .115* -.071 .108* -  

6. Teachers’ self-efficacy 3.67 .46 1-5 .196*** .270*** .089 .057 .394*** - 

Note: *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001. 
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5.2. Preliminary regression analyses 

Based on preliminary regression analyses regarding the control variables, significant relationships at a 

.05 significance level between the control variables and the study variables were retained in the model: 

(1) the relationship between gender and reflective dialogue (β=-.359; SE=.098; p<.001); (2) the 

relationship between teaching experience and teachers ’ self-efficacy (β=.196; SE=.054; p<.001); and (3) 

the relationship between teaching experience and teacher autonomy (β=.106; SE=.046; p=.020). 

5.3. Path analysis 

The path analysis shows that the hypothesised model has a satisfactory fit to the data (χ²=5.57, df=6, 

p=.438; χ²/df ratio=.93; CFI=1.00; TLI=1.00; RMSEA=.00[.00-.07]; and SRMR=.03). Next, individual 

relationships were evaluated using the critical ratio (CR). Non-significant CR relationships were removed 

one by one, starting with the highest p-value. The remaining models were run again because of the 

principle of parsimony, in which the simplest model is preferred. Furthermore, models with greater 

degrees of freedom tolerate a greater potential for rejection (Kline, 2015). Four individual relationships  

were removed: (1) the relationship between teacher autonomy and collective responsibility (β=-.009; 

SE=.064; p=.892); (2) the relationship between teacher autonomy and reflective dialogue (β=.018; 

SE=.057; p=.758); (3) the relationship between transformational principal leadership and teachers’ self-

efficacy (β=.027; SE=.055; p=.621); and (4) the relationship between transformational principal leadership 

and reflective dialogue (β=.036; SE=.053; p=.498). After removing these non-significant relationships, all 

the remaining relationships were significant. The goodness-of-fit indices of the final model provide a 

good fit to the data (χ²=6.93, df=10, p=.732; χ²/df ratio=.69; CFI=1.00; TLI=1.04; RMSEA=.00[.00-.04];  

and SRMR=.03). Nevertheless, additional information regarding these fit indices is needed. The CFI and 

RMSEA in this path model were fixed at 1 and at 0 respectively. This has to do with their formula that is 

based on the χ² test statistic. If the χ² value is lower than the degrees of freedom, the CFI is automatically 

fixed at 1 and the RMSEA at 0 (e.g. Hu & Bentler, 1999). These values appear to refer to overfitting, but 

the model still has some degrees of freedom (i.e. df=10), indicating a non-saturated model that has the 

possibility to test relationships (Kline, 2015). Because of the reported remarks concerning the χ² test 

statistic, the CFI and the RMSEA, it is recommended to evaluate other fit indices as well (Hu & Bentler,  

1999). Regarding this recommendation, the TLI and the SRMR are also reported. First, the TLI for the 

present model is 1.04, indicating a good fit. According to Bollen and Curran (2006), a TLI value larger 

than .95 and smaller than 1.20 indicates a good fit. Second, the SRMR is .03, also indicating a good fit 

(Hu & Bentler, 1999). The standardised regression coefficients, significance levels of the direct effects,  

and explained variances of the variables in the model are displayed in the final model in Figure 2.  
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Figure 2  

Final model with standardised regression coefficients (standard errors) (*p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001). 

 

Note: For gender, the unstandardised regression coefficient is used to facilitate interpretation. 

 5.3.1. Research question 1 

The first research question investigated the relationships between interpersonal PLC characteristics. The 

mental PLC characteristic of collective responsibility is positively related to the behavioural PLC 

characteristic of reflective dialogue (β=.392; SE=.046; p<.001). However, no relationships regarding the 

behavioural PLC characteristic of deprivatised practice were investigated based on the decision to 

exclude this variable from further analyses. 

5.3.2. Research question 2 

The second research question examined the relationship between transformational principal leadership 

and teacher autonomy and interpersonal PLC characteristics. Transformational principal leadership is 

only positively related to collective responsibility (β=.144; SE=.065; p=.026). Furthermore, the 

relationship between transformational principal leadership and reflective dialogue is fully mediated by 

collective responsibility (β=.057; SE=.028; p=.038). Regarding teacher autonomy, there were no 

significant relationships with the interpersonal PLC characteristics. 

5.3.3. Research question 3 

The third research question explored the role of teachers ’ self-efficacy in the relationship between 

transformational principal leadership and teacher autonomy, and interpersonal PLC characteristics.  

Reflective dialogue is positively and directly affected by teachers ’ self-efficacy (β=.188; SE=.052; p<.001).  

Similarly, there is a positive direct relationship between teachers ’ self-efficacy and collective 

responsibility (β=.188; SE=.073; p=.010). Moreover, the relationship between teacher autonomy and 
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reflective dialogue (β=.114; SE=.036; p=.002) on the one hand, and teacher autonomy and collective 

responsibility (β=.108; SE=.045; p=.016) on the other, is fully mediated by teachers ’ self-efficacy.  

Finally, the control variable ‘gender’ shows that male teachers engage less in reflective dialogue than 

female teachers (β=-.172; SE=.045; p<.001). The control variable ‘teaching experience’ is positively 

related to teachers’ self-efficacy (β=.156; SE=.051; p=.002) and teacher autonomy (β=.106; SE=.046; 

p=.020). 

6. Discussion 

PLCs are well-documented in the educational research literature and are pivotal for teachers ’ 

professional development and school improvement (e.g. Bolam et al., 2005; Hargreaves, 2007; Stoll et 

al., 2006; Verbiest, 2008; Vescio et al., 2008). Departments should operate as PLCs, and ways of 

developing and improving PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs should be explored. The aim of this  

study was to examine the relationship between various interpersonal PLC characteristics on the one 

hand, and several variables related to PLCs (i.e. transformational principal leadership, teacher autonomy, 

and teachers’ self-efficacy) on the other. This offers a deeper insight into how interpersonal PLC 

characteristics are interwoven and can be encouraged.  

First, this study revealed a positive direct relationship between collective responsibility and reflective 

dialogue. To our knowledge, no large-scale quantitative studies have investigated the interplay between 

these interpersonal PLC characteristics. This result is in line with assumptions in previous qualitative 

studies, which suggest that teachers who are concerned with the teaching practice of each teacher and 

the learning outcomes of each student (i.e. collective responsibility) receive a strong incentive to engage 

in meaningful collaborative behaviours with the entire team (i.e. reflective dialogue) (Bryk et al., 1999; 

Hargreaves, 2007; Vanblaere & Devos, 2016). Collective responsibility is an important mental PLC 

characteristic, as it ensures that teachers adopt a broader view of their responsibilities within their  

department (Hargreaves, 2007).  

Second, there is a positive direct relationship between transformational principal leadership and 

collective responsibility. The higher teachers ’ perceptions of their principal as a transformational leader, 

the higher their perceptions of collective responsibility in their department. This result can be explained 

by the focus that transformational principal leadership and collective responsibility have on vision 

building (Hallinger, 2003). The school vision of the principal can guide the specific vision of teachers in 

relation to student learning (i.e. collective responsibility). Furthermore, principals who focus on 

motivating their teachers and raising their capacities (Leithwood, 1992) ensure higher levels of 

collaborative work and improvement of instruction (Hargreaves, 2007). However, the small but 

significant variance explained in collective responsibility indicates that many factors could play a role in 
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stimulating interpersonal PLC characteristics (e.g. departmental leadership [Vanblaere & Devos, 2017],  

and norms and beliefs in the school [Bolam et al., 2005]). Further research into the factors that stimulate 

collective responsibility in departments is needed. Moreover, the findings reveal no significant direct 

relationship between transformational principal leadership and reflective dialogue. This relationship is 

fully mediated by teachers’ collective responsibility. This contradicts the study conducted by Bryk et al. 

(1999), in which principals were found to have a direct effect on the creation of a learning organisation. 

However, transformational principals can have an indirect role (Vanblaere & Devos, 2016). For instance, 

the more teachers perceive their principal to have transformational leadership abilities, the more they 

can contribute to the consensus among teachers regarding the frequency and content of reflective 

dialogue (Vanblaere & Devos, 2016).  

Third, teacher autonomy has no significant direct relationships with collective responsibility and 

reflective dialogue. One possible explanation for this is that teachers traditionally experience a high 

degree of autonomy (Clement & Vandenberghe, 2000). Accordingly, teachers do not interact frequently 

with team members to share knowledge and experiences or ask for feedback. Asking for feedback means 

exposing oneself to possible criticism, which teachers may want to avoid (Oude Groote Beverborg et al., 

2015). Therefore, the full potential of teacher autonomy must be further explored. This is also in line with 

the study conducted by Geijsel et al. (2009), who found that certain contextual factors directly influence 

teachers’ professional behaviour, whereas other contextual factors only affect teachers’ professional 

behaviour in an indirect way. 

This study explored the role of teachers ’ self-efficacy in the relationship between contextual factors and 

interpersonal PLC characteristics. Teacher autonomy indirectly affects interpersonal PLC characteristics  

through its relationship with teachers ’ self-efficacy. First, highly autonomous teachers expressed higher 

levels of self-efficacy. Second, teachers with higher levels of self-efficacy have a higher collective 

responsibility and engage more in reflective dialogue in their department, and are therefore more open 

to collaborate or take mutual responsibility. This is in line with research conducted by Kennedy and 

Smith (2013). These significant relationships also confirm the mediating role of teachers ’ self-efficacy in 

explaining the influence of contextual factors on teacher behaviour (e.g. Chan et al., 2008; Xanthopoulou 

et al., 2007). Furthermore, these findings support the research of Clement and Vandenberghe (2000),  

who assume that teacher autonomy is not disparate from teacher participation and collaboration in 

PLCs. 

Finally, the results indicate that male teachers engage less in reflective dialogue than female teachers, 

which supports the findings of Richter et al., (2011). This study also found that teaching experience is 

positively related to teachers ’ self-efficacy (Chan et al., 2008) and teacher autonomy. Perhaps the more 

experience teachers have, the more they use the freedom given to them by the school. 
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6.1. Limitations 

This study has certain limitations.  

First, only self-report measures were used. However, in educational research it is not unusual to measure 

contextual factors through self-reports. This provides data on teachers’ subjective experiences of the 

school context. However, the findings of this study should be treated with caution. Future research could  

integrate triangulated data about the school context by including other actors in the school, such as the 

principal.  

The second limitation concerns the behavioural PLC characteristic of deprivatised practice. The results 

showed that teachers feel collectively responsible in their department and have frequent reflective 

dialogues with their department colleagues. However, the mean of deprivatised practice was very low. 

Therefore, only two interpersonal PLC characteristics were included in the path analysis. The results 

should therefore not be generalised to all PLCs, but rather  understood in relation to the specific 

interpersonal PLC characteristics that were under investigation. More research is needed to confirm the 

differential relationships with the interpersonal PLC characteristics and explore the role of deprivatised 

practice within departments where teachers observe each other’s teaching practice more frequently.  

Third, the cross-sectional design of this study makes it difficult to draw conclusions about causality.  

Longitudinal research is necessary to provide a greater understanding of the direction of the 

relationships in the path model.  

The final limitation concerns the context of the present study, which is mathematics, French and General 

Studies departments as departmental PLCs in Flemish secondary schools. The specific national policy 

context of the present study might have influenced the results. For instance, the Department of 

Education of the Flemish government has developed a professional profile for teachers (Department of 

Education, 2007). This professional profile describes the knowledge, skills, and attitudes that a teacher 

needs in order to be able to function effectively. Ten broad role descriptions are included. One of these  

role descriptions is ‘the teacher as a member of the school team’, which demonstrates that teachers are 

no longer only expected to be teachers in their own classroom. Hence, the policy makers  acknowledge 

the importance of belonging to a team. More specifically PLC are mentioned for that matter. Still, only 

in a brief section at the end of the professional profile. However, one of the largest stakeholders in the 

educational field in Flanders already acknowledges and stimulates departments to function as PLCs. 

Although this study was conducted in the Flemish context, the results can still be transferred to other  

similar contexts to give shape to a kind of professional profile of teachers. As such, it remain useful to 

elaborate this study in other countries with a different policy context. In addition, the present study 

involves only mathematics, French and General Studies teachers. It would be interesting to conduct a 
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similar study in other department with other subject teachers , as subject matter differences with 

consequences for teacher collaboration and teachers’ teaching practice are possible (van Veen et al., 

2001). 

6.2. Implications 

The results of this study have several practical implications. To improve the quality of education, teachers 

should be encouraged to participate in their department that operates as a PLC (Lomos, 2012). They 

should be encouraged to engage in in-depth conversations with colleagues, and share knowledge, 

experiences and practices with each other (Vanblaere, 2016). Furthermore, this study confirmed the 

importance of teachers’ perception of transformational principal leadership for their collective 

responsibility (Vanblaere & Devos, 2016). In this respect, principals have the important role of creating 

conditions that support collective responsibility among teachers. In this way, reflective dialogue among 

teachers is stimulated. Moreover, both teacher collaboration and teacher autonomy are important for 

teachers. Principals should stimulate both of these working conditions (Clement & Vandenberghe, 2000).  

Furthermore, since teachers’ self-efficacy is a significant personal teacher characteristic, schools should 

note its importance, for instance, by supporting teachers or providing them with positive feedback to 

help increase their sense of self-efficacy (Runhaar et al., 2010). With a good combination of 

transformational principal leadership, the necessary working conditions (i.e. teacher autonomy), and 

high self-efficacy, a departmental culture of collaboration can be created. This could lead to PLC 

characteristics in departments that have the potential to improve teachers ’ professional development, 

the school itself, and in the longer term, the quality of education (Stoll et al., 2006). 
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Chapter 4 

Measuring and exploring the structure of teachers’ 

educational beliefs 

Abstract 

This study explores the structure of French teachers’ educational beliefs. First, instruments to measure 

these beliefs are adapted and developed. Data is collected through focus group discussions and an 

online survey (n=302). Factor analyses reveal a three-factor structure to measure teachers’ general 

beliefs about teaching and learning: ‘beliefs about student regulation of learning processes and 

knowledge construction’, ‘beliefs about teacher regulation of learning processes ’, and ‘beliefs about 

knowledge reproduction’. Furthermore, a two-factor structure to measure teachers ’ subject-specific 

beliefs about French language teaching is found: ‘traditional beliefs about French language teaching ’ 

and ‘constructivist beliefs about French language teaching ’. Second, this study explores the relationships  

between and within teachers ’ general beliefs about teaching and learning and their subject-specific 

beliefs about French language teaching. Results show two distinct and independent belief structures: a 

traditional and a constructivist belief structure. Via cluster analyses, two clusters of teachers are found 

whose beliefs are consistent with these belief structures. 
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1. Introduction  

Teachers play a critical role in the teaching and learning of students (Hattie, 2009). However, they face 

many challenges in education, given the many changes in society (e.g. curriculum changes) (Hargreaves, 

2000). Therefore, continuous professional development is necessary to help teachers cope with these 

challenges and changes (Vanblaere, 2016).  

Teachers’ beliefs are increasingly gaining attention in models of their continuous professional 

development. For example, in the model proposed by Desimone (2009) and extended by Merchie et al. 

(2018), teachers’ professional development includes the following steps: (1) teachers experience effective 

professional development, (2) professional development enhances teachers ’ knowledge and skills  

and/or changes their attitudes and beliefs, (3) teachers use their new knowledge and skills, attitudes and 

beliefs to change their teaching behaviour and (4) these changes promote student learning. All these 

steps are embedded within a context including teacher and student characteristics, curriculum, principal 

leadership and the policy environment (Desimone, 2009; Merchie et al., 2018). The advantage of these 

models is that they explicitly show the interactive relationships between these steps. This means, for 

instance, that a change in teachers ’ beliefs can lead to a change in their teaching behaviour or 

instructional practices, or vice versa (Merchie et al., 2018).  

Beliefs can be described as ‘psychologically held understandings, premises or propositions about the world 

that are considered to be true’ (Richardson, 1996, p.103). For teachers, their educational beliefs are one 

of their most important belief systems. Teachers ’ educational beliefs can be regarded as ‘the individual 

conceptions about desirable ways of teaching and conceptions about how students learn’ (Beijaard, 1998).   

Teachers’ educational beliefs are grounded in their personal belief system (Richardson, 2003). More 

specifically, different personal life experiences are the root of teachers’ educational beliefs (Organisation 

for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2014; Richardson, 1996). By the time teachers 

enter the teaching profession, their educational beliefs have already been shaped by their personal 

experiences as pupils and students (Pajares, 1992), their personal theories of teaching and learning and 

their personal interpretations of instructional situations (Shulman, 1987; Uhlenbeck et al., 2002). As a 

result, educational beliefs act as filters through which new knowledge and experiences are screened for 

meaning (Kagan, 1992; Nespor, 1987; Pajares, 1992).  

In the educational field, attention to teachers’ educational beliefs is not new (Hermans, 2009). Although 

little attention was paid in the past to teachers ’ educational beliefs, Lortie (1975) marked a change in the 

paradigm in the mid-1970s. From then on, teaching was no longer only seen as the relationship between 

teaching behaviour and student learning. It became recognised that the thinking and knowledge of 

teachers play an important role in teaching (Fang, 1996; Shulman, 1987). From that moment on, teaching 
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was also studied from an insider perspective; thus, research into teacher thinking was born. In this type 

of research, teachers’ educational beliefs are put forward as important explanatory components in 

teaching behaviour studies (Pajares, 1992). After all these years, research into teachers ’ educational 

beliefs and their influence on student learning has acquired an important place in the educational field 

(Hermans, 2009).   

Initially, researchers focused on one type of educational beliefs – such as general beliefs about teaching 

and learning (Woolley et al., 2004) – or subject-specific educational beliefs (Barkatsas & Malone, 2005).  

However, according to Pajares (1992), different beliefs are organised into one major belief system: ‘beliefs 

are prioritised according to their connections or relationships to other beliefs’ (p.325). Teachers’ belief 

systems serve as personal guides by helping them define and understand the world and themselves  

(Pajares, 1992). As a result, in a subsequent phase of research into teachers ’ educational beliefs, several 

researchers have explored the belief systems of teachers by examining the relationships between 

teachers’ educational beliefs about various aspects, such as teaching and learning, the curriculum, the 

school, or themselves as teachers (Pajares, 1992; Richardson, 1996). However, according to van Driel et 

al. (2007), little was known in these studies about teachers ’ subject-specific educational beliefs and, in 

particular, the relationships between teachers ’ general beliefs about teaching and learning and their  

subject-specific educational beliefs about teaching a specific subject or topic, or specific curriculum goals 

(Lopes & Santos, 2013; OECD, 2009, 2014). 

In addition, many studies on teachers ’ subject-specific educational beliefs initially focused on those 

related to mathematics and science (e.g. Barkatsas & Malone, 2005; Belo et al., 2014; van Driel et al., 

2007). It was not until later that studies also addressed subject-specific educational beliefs about 

language teaching (Barcelos & Kalaja, 2013). At the start, however, studies on teachers’ educational 

beliefs about language teaching were almost always qualitative rather than quantitative (Barcelos & 

Kalaja, 2013; Nargis, 2018). In addition, they often focused on beliefs about first language acquisition or 

second language acquisition of English, rather than, for example, French.  

The present study is therefore in line with current trends in research into teachers ’ educational beliefs as 

it focuses on teachers’ subject-specific beliefs about second language acquisition of French. Its specific 

aim is to explore the relationships between and within teachers ’ general beliefs about teaching and 

learning and their subject-specific beliefs about French (as a second) language teaching as these beliefs 

are considered particularly important for understanding and improving teachers ’ teaching behaviour or 

shaping their instructional practices (Richardson, 1996; Stipek et al., 2001; Thompson, 1992). Teachers 

have a complex web of beliefs that influence more or less every aspect of teaching (e.g. planning, 
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decisions about lesson goals and lesson content, instructional decisions and classroom practices) (Jones 

& Carter, 2007; Keys & Bryan, 2001; Meirink et al., 2009). 

2. Theoretical framework  

2.1. The nature of teachers’ educational beliefs 

Teachers’ educational beliefs play an important role in shaping their instructional practices (James & 

McCormick, 2009; Pajares, 1992). Researchers have emphasised the importance of the strong 

relationship between teachers ’ subject-specific educational beliefs (Belo et al., 2014; Richardson, 1996; 

van Driel et al., 2007), the curriculum emphasis of their subject and their teaching practice (Cess-

Newsome, 1999; Kagan, 1992; van Driel et al., 2007). Their teaching practice is mainly determined by 

strong beliefs about what is relevant lesson content, how this lesson content or knowledge is constructed 

and evaluated (Hofer, 2001; Muis et al., 2006), what the lesson goals and purposes are (Baş & Şentürk, 

2019; Grossman, 1990) and how it should be taught (Cess-Newsome, 1999; Yilmaz, 2010).  

Within a belief system, some beliefs are more important than others; thus, they can vary from person to 

person (Furinghetti & Pehkonen, 2002). Some beliefs function as core beliefs, while others are largely 

peripheral (Brownlee et al., 2002). Core beliefs are more important and more difficult to change 

(Furinghetti & Pehkonen, 2002; Pajares, 1992). Therefore, a belief system is considered to be relatively 

static and difficult to change (Nespor, 1987). In addition, in a belief system, there are relationships  

between beliefs about specific aspects, such as the teaching and learning of a particular subject o r the 

curriculum. Beliefs are thus organised into subsystems or clusters, which are ‘more or less separate from 

other clusters and protected from any other relationship with other clusters of beliefs’ (Green, 1971, p.48). 

Due to this clustering, individuals can hold multiple conflicting beliefs within their belief system 

(Furinghetti & Pehkonen, 2002).  

2.2. Research into teachers’ educational beliefs 

Research into teachers’ educational beliefs generally involves two main orientations: (1) teacher-centred 

and (2) student-centred (Denessen, 1999; Meirink et al., 2009). Teacher-centred beliefs are often referred 

to as ‘traditional beliefs’ (Belo et al., 2014; Denessen, 1999; Meirink et al., 2009; OECD 2009, 2014; 

Thomas, 2013), whereas student-centred beliefs are often referred to as ‘constructivist beliefs’ (Belo et 

al., 2014; Denessen, 1999; Meirink et al., 2009; OECD 2009, 2014; Thomas, 2013).   

Teacher-centred beliefs reflect the idea that teachers should control classroom activities (Belo et al., 

2014). They actively regulate and evaluate students ’ learning processes (Meirink et al., 2009). They are 

responsible for organising, delivering and transferring knowledge to their students through teacher-

centred instructional strategies with minimal student input (Belo et al., 2014; Meirink et al., 2009). In this  
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respect, a teaching style in which the teacher lectures and in which students watch and listen is preferable 

(Belo et al., 2014; Meirink et al., 2009). Learning occurs when students follow and act in accordance with 

the instructions (Bolhuis & Voeten, 2004). Put differently, this orientation understands learning as the 

reproduction of knowledge (Barkatsas & Malone, 2005).  

In contrast, student-centred beliefs reflect the idea that students control and regulate their own learning 

processes (Meirink et al., 2009). They are primarily responsible for acquiring, processing, interpreting and 

organising their own knowledge obtained from experiences through active classroom participation 

(Barkatsas & Malone, 2005; Belo et al., 2014; Denessen, 1999; Meirink et al., 2009). Teachers should help 

their students actively build their own personal understanding and knowledge and empower thei r  

students to grow (Belo et al., 2014). Here, a teaching style in which the teacher acts as a guide or 

facilitator of student learning is desirable (Belo et al., 2014; Meirink et al., 2009). Learning occurs when 

students develop at their own pace (Buaraphan, 2011). In other words, this orientation understands 

learning as knowledge construction (Belo et al., 2014; Meirink et al., 2009).  

Regarding the relationship between these two main orientations, there is much debate in the 

educational research literature regarding whether they are opposite extremes of the same belief 

structure on a continuous scale or two different belief structures on separate scales (Denessen, 1999; 

van Driel et al., 2007). Therefore, the aim of this study is to explore the relationships between and within 

teachers’ general beliefs about teaching and learning and their subject-specific education beliefs to 

determine whether there is a deeper-lying belief structure or whether the dichotomy of traditional versus 

constructivist beliefs is present. 

2.3. Teachers’ subject-specific educational beliefs 

This study takes place in the context of the second and foreign language acquisition of French in Flemish 

(Belgian) secondary education. Interest in the second language acquisition of French has a long tradition, 

especially in the European context (Lindqvist & Bardel, 2014). While French (as a second) language 

teaching was once aimed at learning knowledge such as vocabulary and grammar, a more constructivist 

orientation towards second language acquisition has made its way into education (e.g. Hulstijn, 2018; 

Murphy, 2000).  

The history of the second language acquisition of French shows that, in the past, French was taught 

using the so-called grammar translation method (Hulstijn, 2018). This method focused on vocabulary, 

grammar, reading and translation. Following this was the so-called audio-lingual method (Hulstijn,  

2018). This method focused more on grammar than on vocabulary. The subject matter was strictly 

ordered, and grammatical patterns were dragged in with pattern drills. A few years later, the no w widely 
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known communicative method was introduced (Hulstijn, 2018). This  method is mainly about learning 

vocabulary, expressions and grammatical patterns that are functionally relevant in different 

communication situations. The first two methods were more or less congruent with a traditional 

orientation, while the last method is more or less congruent with a constructivist orientation.  

The communicative method is largely the result of new insights in learning psychology and linguistics  

(Hulstijn, 2018) and has led to a new vision and various policy initiatives. In Europe, this resulted in the 

Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) (Council of Europe, 2001), which 

emphasises the use of an action-oriented approach and the idea that ‘communication is a social act’. In 

Flanders, the Flemish Minister of Education issued a document in 2007 entitled ‘Raising the bar for 

languages in every school’ (Vandenbroucke, 2007) in an attempt to transform both the perceptions of 

French language teaching and instructional practices. The document emphasises the importance of oral 

communication and the development of communicative competence. It does not prescribe any 

particular method or approach for second language acquisition. However, it openly advocates the use 

of the communicative method while openly discouraging the use of traditional approaches (e.g. the 

grammar translation method) (Viswanathan, 2016).  

Research into teachers’ educational beliefs is a relatively new topic in the research field of second 

language acquisition compared to the research field of teaching in general in that it has neglected to 

focus on the affective dimensions of second language acquisition (Johnson, 1994). In the research field 

of teaching in general, beliefs were discussed as early as the mid-1970s (Barcelos & Kalaja, 2013). Only 

since the early 1990s did researchers begin to shift their focus from teacher behaviour to the influence 

of teacher thinking in the research field of second language acquisition (Murphy, 2000). Such research 

is necessary to understand the instructional practices of teachers. According to Viswanathan (2016), a 

conflict or mismatch between teachers ’ educational beliefs and the use of a non-traditional approach, 

such as the communicative method, has regularly been found as a key factor contributing to the 

discrepancy between teachers ’ educational beliefs and their instructional practices. If teachers are to 

effectively implement a non-traditional approach for second language acquisition, they must become 

aware of their beliefs and revise, refine or change those that are inconsistent with the approach 

(Viswanathan, 2016). It is therefore essential to understand teachers’ subject-specific beliefs about 

language teaching in general and second language acquisition of French in particular as teachers ’ 

educational beliefs influence their instructional practices (Belo et al., 2014; de Vries et al., 2014; Pajares, 

1992; Verloop et al., 2001). 



Teachers’ educational beliefs 
 

 

131 
 

3. Research purpose  

As mentioned above, this study takes place in the context of the second language acquisition of French 

in Flemish secondary education. Given the importance of teachers ’ educational beliefs in relation to their  

instructional practices, these beliefs must be understood. It was therefore decided to conduct an 

exploratory study among French teachers in Flemish secondary education in order to gain a 

comprehensive and systematic understanding of their existing educational beliefs. 

The study focuses in particular on teachers ’ general beliefs about teaching and learning and their 

subject-specific beliefs about French (as a second) language teaching. Based on the educational research 

literature and history of both general beliefs about teaching and learning (i.e. the dichotomy of 

traditional versus constructivist beliefs) and the second language acquisition of French (i.e. the grammar 

translation method versus the audio-lingual method versus the communicative method), it can be 

expected that within the population of French teachers in Flemish secondary education, different 

educational beliefs will exist. Therefore, the study is concerned with examining the relationships between 

and within teachers’ general beliefs about teaching and learning and their subject-specific educational 

beliefs to explore whether there is a deeper-lying belief structure or whether the dichotomy of traditional 

versus constructivist beliefs is present. In addition, it is concerned with analysing whether subgroups of 

teachers whose belief system is characterised by specific combinations of general and subject-specific 

educational beliefs can be identified. Research into teachers ’ general beliefs about teaching and learning 

and their subject-specific educational beliefs has often led to the identification of subgroups or clusters 

of teachers with different belief structures (Denessen, 1999; van Driel et al., 2007). To this end, a 

technique called principal components analysis by means of alternating least squares (PRINCALS) (Gifi,  

1991) was applied, which provides the possibility to examine both objects (i.e. teachers) and variables 

(i.e. beliefs) in relation to each other within one analysis. The general research question guiding the 

present study is as follows: What relationships can be found between and within French teachers ’ 

educational beliefs? 

More specifically, the present study explores the structure of French teachers’ educational beliefs by 

focusing on (1) their general beliefs about teaching and learning and (2) their subject-specific beliefs 

about French (as a second) language teaching.  

It appears that a great deal of research has been conducted into the general beliefs about teaching and 

learning of primary school teachers (e.g. Hermans et al., 2008; Woolley et al., 2004). However, to our 

knowledge, instruments to measure teachers ’ general beliefs about teaching and learning are rarely 

validated in the context of secondary education. Thus, validating such an instrument has added value in 
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studying the general beliefs about teaching and learning of secondary school teachers. Moreover, 

previous research into teachers ’ subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching has generally 

adopted (and been characterised by) small-scale or exploratory qualitative approaches (e.g. Murphy, 

2000; Viswanathan, 2016). Therefore, developing such an instrument is an important contribution to this  

field to enable large-scale quantitative approaches. 

The general research question was narrowed down by formulating the following research questions:  

RQ1: How can teachers’ educational beliefs (i.e. their general beliefs about teaching and learning 

and their subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching) be measured in a valid and 

reliable way? 

RQ2: What relationships can be found between teachers ’ general beliefs about teaching and 

learning and their subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching? 

RQ3: Which subgroups of teachers are characterised by specific combinations of general beliefs 

about teaching and learning and subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching? 

4. Method 

4.1. Data collection 

4.1.1. Sample and procedure 

To answer the general research question of the present study (namely what relationships can be found 

between and within teachers ’ general beliefs about teaching and learning and their subject-specific 

beliefs about French language teaching), an online survey study was conducted among French teachers 

in Flemish secondary education. Teachers were approached in various ways (via stakeholders active in 

French language teaching in Flemish secondary education, via social media and via professional media) 

to complete the online survey. A total of 302 teachers completed the online survey, which measured 

their demographic characteristics (e.g. gender, years of teaching experience, prior education), general 

beliefs about teaching and learning and subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching.  

The sample consisted of 256 (84.8%) female teachers and 46 (15.2%) male teachers. The average 

teaching experience was 16.11 years (SD=11.16), ranging from one to 40 years. In addition, almost all 

participants were qualified to teach the French language (n=298, 98.7%). A total of 124 (41.1%) teachers 

followed the integrated teacher training, whereas 174 (57.6%) teachers followed the specific teacher  

training, with 132 (43.7%) teachers at university and 42 (13.9%) teachers at an adult education centre.  

Participants were asked to rate the items related to teachers ’ general beliefs about teaching and learning 

and their subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching on a five-point Likert scale, ranging 
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from ‘1’ (totally disagree) to ‘5’ (totally agree). The online survey items, originally formulated in Dutch, 

have been translated into English and included in Appendices A and B. 

4.1.2. Instruments 

Teachers’ general beliefs about teaching and learning 

To answer the first research question regarding teachers ’ general beliefs about teaching and learning, a 

shortened version (28 items) (Belo et al., 2014) of an existing Dutch instrument developed by Meirink et 

al. (2009) to measure teachers’ general beliefs about teaching and learning was adapted and validated. 

This shortened version was chosen in an attempt to increase the response rate. This instrument contains 

two subscales that reflect teachers ’ traditional general beliefs about teaching and learning: (1a) beliefs 

about teacher regulation of learning processes (10 items; Example item: ‘Students learn better, when they 

receive precise instructions for improving their assignments’), and (1b) beliefs about knowledge 

reproduction (four items; Example item: ‘Students learn better, when they take a lot of factual knowledge’ ) .  

In addition, the instrument contains two subscales that represent teachers’ constructivist general beliefs 

about teaching and learning: (2a) beliefs about student regulation of learning processes (nine items ; 

Example item: ‘Students learn better, when they think about their learning performance themselves’), and 

(2b) beliefs about knowledge construction (five items; Example item: ‘It is important that I let students 

argue their opinion’). 

Teachers’ subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching 

To answer the first research question regarding teachers ’ subject-specific beliefs about French language 

teaching, an instrument to measure these beliefs was developed and validated. To construct items to 

measure teachers’ subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching, a literature review was 

supplemented with qualitative data from focus group discussions with relevant stakeholders active in 

French language teaching in Flemish secondary education: (1) A focus group with pedagogical 

counsellors and advisers. Educational networks (i.e. curriculum developers) in Flanders have their own 

pedagogical counsellors and advisers. Schools can contact them for educational advice on the 

curriculum of these educational networks. (2) A focus group with French teacher educators. These 

teacher educators teach the French language at colleges of higher education in the educational bachelor 

(which leads to the diploma of qualified lower secondary school teacher) or at universities in the 

educational master in languages (which leads to the diploma of qualified upper secondary school 

teacher). (3) A focus group with French teachers in secondary education. These individuals teach the 

French language at secondary schools in lower or upper secondary education. The first two focus groups 

consisted of stakeholders that act as intermediary educational actors, whereas the third focus group 
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consisted of the same target group of the online survey. Four to six people participated in each focus 

group (six pedagogical counsellors or advisers, five teacher educators and four secondary school  

teachers).  

Focus group discussions (organised discussions with a limited number of participants) were used to 

gather information about the experiences, opinions, expectations, questions and needs of stakeholders 

related to a specific issue or concept (Puchta & Potter, 2004).  

In this study, a step-by-step protocol was followed with each focus group to initiate discussion (Puchta 

& Potter, 2004). First, the participants were asked to write down keywords before discussing the current 

situation, the tensions and challenges in French language teaching in Flemish secondary education and 

concrete beliefs about French language teaching. All focus group discussions were audio - and video-

recorded and transcribed, after obtaining informed consent from the participants.  

The item construction was performed in three consecutive steps. First, the data from each focus group 

discussion were summarised in a focus group-specific report (i.e. within-case analyses) (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). Second, the results of the within-case analyses were combined in a cross-case analysis. 

Here, the focus group-specific reports were used to formulate items in relation to (1) traditional subject-

specific beliefs about French language teaching and (2) constructivist subject-specific beliefs about 

French language teaching. Third, in order to monitor the quality of the interpretations and to avoid 

misinterpretations by the researchers and unclear wording and complexity, all participants in the focus 

group discussions were asked to review their focus group-specific report and reflect on the content of 

the items. This resulted in the refinement, removal and consensus of items across focus groups . 

4.2. Data analysis 

4.2.1. Measuring teachers’ general beliefs about teaching and learning and their subject-specific 

beliefs about French language teaching 

Items from a shortened version of an existing Dutch instrument to measure teachers ’ general beliefs 

about teaching and learning were used alongside newly constructed items to measure teachers ’ subject-

specific beliefs about French language teaching. Therefore, data were analysed by conducting (1) 

exploratory factor analyses (EFAs) to examine the factor structure, (2) confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) 

to assess the stability of the factor structure and (3) reliability analyses – based on Cronbach’s alpha – to 

examine the internal consistency of the factors (American Educational Research Association, American 

Psychological Association, National Council on Measurement in Education [AERA, APA, NCME], 2014). 

To perform these analyses, the sample (n=302) was randomly divided into two subsamples. The first 

subsample (n=151) included 125 (82.8%) female teachers and 26 (17.2%) male teachers. The average 
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teaching experience was 15.79 years (SD=11.04), ranging from one to 39 years. The second subsample 

(n=151) included 131 (86.8%) female teachers and 20 (13.2%) male teachers. The average teaching 

experience here was 16.44 years (SD=11.31), ranging from one to 40 years. Table 1 provides a detailed 

overview of the demographics of the participants. An independent samples t-test (tteaching_experience=-.51, 

df=300, p=.612) and χ2-tests (χ²gender=.92, df=1, p=.337; χ²previous_education=1.81, df=3, p=.614) confirmed 

the subsamples’ equivalence. 

Table 1 

Demographics of the participants (n=302). 

  Subsample 1 (n=151) Subsample 2 (n=151) 

Gender 
Female 125 (82.8%) 131 (86.8%) 

Male 26 (17.2%) 20 (13.2%) 

Teaching experience 
Average teaching 

expertise (in years) 
15.79 16.44 

Prior education 

Integrated teacher  

training (3 years) 
64 (21.19%) 65 (21.52%) 

Specific teacher  

training (1 year) at 

university 

68 (22.52%) 64 (21.19%) 

Specific teacher  

training (1 year) at an 

adult education centre 

16 (5.30%) 21 (6.95%) 

No qualification to 

teach French 
3 (0.99%) 1 (0.33%) 

For the EFAs, exploratory maximum likelihood factoring was conducted in SPSS Statistics 25.0 on the 

data of the first subsample (n=151). The Direct Oblimin rotation was applied, allowing factors to be 

correlated. To decide on the number of factors to withhold, Cattell’s (1966) scree test and Horn’s (1965) 

parallel analysis were used. In addition, items with low factor loadings (<.40) and items with strong cross-

loadings (>.25) were excluded from further analyses (Stevens, 1992; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007).  

The CFAs were performed in Mplus 7.4 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2017) on the data of the second 

subsample (n=151). The following fit indices were evaluated to assess the stability of the factor structure 

of the EFAs: the χ²-test, the χ²/df ratio, the comparative fit index (CFI), the Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), the 

root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) with the corresponding 90% confidence interval, and 

the standardised root mean square residual (SRMR). The χ²-test has to be non-significant (Hu & Bentler, 

1999). Due to its sensitivity to sample size, however, it is usually significant for large samples (Muthén & 

Muthén, 1998-2017). For the χ²/df ratio, a value ≤3 determines a reasonable fit, while a value ≤2 

demonstrates a good fit (Schermelleh-Engel et al., 2003). Furthermore, models with a TLI and CFI ≥.90 
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and RMSEA and SRMR ≤.08 demonstrate a reasonable fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999). Models with a TLI and 

CFI ≥.95 and RMSEA and SRMR ≤.06 demonstrate a good fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999).  

For the reliability analyses, Cronbach’s alphas were calculated in SPSS Statistics 25.0 on the data of the 

complete sample (n=302). Factors with a Cronbach’s alpha of .70 are considered reliable (Field, 2013). 

4.2.2. Identifying the relationships between teachers’ general beliefs about teaching and 

learning and their subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching 

Regarding the second research question, a correlation analysis was performed to examine the correlation 

patterns or relationships between teachers ’ general beliefs about teaching and learning and their  

subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching.  

For the correlation analyses, correlations <.30 are considered as ‘weak’, correlations ≥.30 and <.50 as 

‘moderate’, and correlations ≥.50 as ‘strong’ to determine the strength of the relationship (Weinberg & 

Abramowitz, 2002). 

4.2.3. Identifying the relationships within teachers’ general beliefs about teaching and learning 

and their subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching 

Regarding the third research question, cluster analyses were performed to explore whether the teachers 

could be divided into homogenous subgroups with distinctive scores on the belief scales. PRINCALS 

(Gifi, 1991) was used to examine which subgroups of teachers were characterised by specific 

combinations of general beliefs about teaching and learning and subject-specific beliefs about French 

language teaching. PRINCALS reveals the underlying structure of the data by examining both objects 

(i.e. teachers) and variables (i.e. beliefs) in relation to each other within one analysis. Analyses were 

conducted in SPSS Statistics 25.0 on the data of the complete sample (n=302). 

For the cluster analyses, a two-step procedure was followed to ensure the reliability of the clusters. First, 

hierarchical cluster analyses were conducted, using squared Euclidian distances as a measure of distance 

and Ward’s method as a clustering method. To retain high-stability cluster solutions, a double-split 

cross-file approach was implemented by running a hierarchical cluster analysis in subsample 1 (n=151) 

and subsample 2 (n=151) (Breckenridge, 2000). Second, the initial cluster centres, extracted according 

to the hierarchical cluster analyses, were used as non-random starting points in a non-hierarchical K-

means clustering procedure in the complete sample (n=302) to profile and validate the final cluster  

solution (Gore, 2000). To determine whether cluster membership was related to any of the demographics 

(i.e. gender, years of teaching experience, and prior education), cluster membership was related to these 

variables.  
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Finally, due to the exploratory nature of this study, the exploratory technique of PRINCALS was used 

instead of a confirmatory approach, such as structural equation modelling (SEM). In the present study, 

PRINCALS is the same as principal component analysis  (PCA) in that it allowed for loadings for both 

objects (i.e. teachers) and variables (i.e. belief) to be calculated, respecting the same dimensions (i.e. 

latent variables). PCA usually focuses on the relationships between variables. With PRINCALS, similarities  

and differences between objects (i.e. teachers) are equally important, in addition to the relationship s  

between variables (i.e. beliefs) (de Heus et al., 1995; van Driel et al., 2007). Therefore, PRINCALS reveals 

the underlying structure of the data by examining both objects (i.e. teachers) and variables (i.e. beliefs) 

in relation to each other within one analysis. PRINCALS offered the possibility to produce a biplot (i.e. a 

spatial image), where the objects (i.e. teachers) are represented by points and the variables (i.e. beliefs) 

by vectors (Gifi, 1991). The closer the points are, the more similar the answer patterns of these objects 

(i.e. teachers). The more the vectors point in the same direction, the stronger the relationship s between 

the variables (i.e. beliefs). In addition, the position of points relative to a particular vector is indicative of 

the objects’ scores on the scale represented by this vector. Because they are centred, vectors can be 

extrapolated so that points (i.e. objects ’ scores) projected on the positive side of an extrapolated vector 

indicate a score above the overall mean score on this particular scale, while points projected on the 

negative side of an extrapolated vector imply a score below the overall mean score on this particular 

scale (Gabriel, 1971). In the biplot, cluster membership – as found during the cluster analyses – was used 

to label the objects (i.e. teachers) to see if clusters of homogeneous subgroups existed in terms of similar 

answer patterns. 

5. Results 

5.1. Measuring teachers’ general beliefs about teaching and learning 

To measure teachers’ general beliefs about teaching and learning, 28 items (Belo et al., 2014) were used 

(see Appendix A). Of these 28 items, one item (item 23) was deleted a priori, because the correlations 

with all other items were <.30.  

In the first EFA, three different factors were extracted based on Horn’s (1965) parallel analysis, explaining 

41.8% of the total variance. However, Cattell’s (1966) scree test indicated that both a two- and three-

factor solution was possible, while Horn’s parallel analysis yielded three factors. Since Horn’s parallel 

analysis is a more accurate procedure for factor extraction (Henson & Roberts, 2006), the most accurate 

solution was to withhold three factors. Nine items (items 1, 2, 5, 6, 7, 10, 12, 13 and 24) with low factor 

loadings (<.40) were excluded from further analyses.  
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A second EFA with the remaining 18 items again resulted in three different factors, again based on Horn’s 

(1965) parallel analysis, explaining 52.6% of the total variance. The first factor was ‘constructivist general 

beliefs about student regulation of learning processes and knowledge construction’ 

(ConstrGeneral_SRLCON, eight items with factor loadings ranging from .44 to .86), the second was 

‘traditional general beliefs about teacher regulation of learning processes ’ (TradGeneral_TRL, five items 

with factor loadings ranging from .42 to .82) and the third was ‘traditional general beliefs about 

knowledge reproduction’ (TradGeneral_REP, five items with factor loadings from –.46 to .75). The 

eigenvalues were 4.95, 2.87 and 1.65, respectively. Detailed information about the rotated factor matrix 

is provided in Table 2. 
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Table 2 

Results of the EFA (general beliefs about teaching and learning) calling for three factors (subsample 1, 

n=151). 

Item no. Item description Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 

27 
Students learn better, when they have to come up 

with solutions for problems themselves. 
0.86   

21 
Students learn better, when they have to devise 

applications for the subject matter themselves. 
0.65   

18 

Students learn better, when they have to keep an 

eye on whether the learning process goes according 

to plan themselves. 

0.64   

3 
Students learn better, when they think about their  

learning performance themselves. 
0.62   

11 

Students learn better, when they investigate the 

causes of difficulties that occur during learning 

themselves. 

0.58   

19 
Students learn better, when they have insight into 

their own emotions. 
0.58   

9 
It is important that I ask the students to come up 

with their own solutions for problems. 
0.49   

15 

It is important that I make the students think about 

the way in which they have dealt with an 

assignment.  

0.44   

14 
Students learn better, when they get exactly 

explained what they have to do. 
 0.82  

25 
It is important that I ensure that students know 

exactly how they can best perform a task. 
 0.75  

8 
Students learn better, when they receive precise 

instructions for improving their assignments. 
 0.50  

28 

It is important that I let the students know how they 

can prepare for a test in such a way that they do not 

have to worry. 

 0.45  

17 
It is important that I let students know to what they 

have to attribute successes or difficulties.  
 0.42  

20 
Students learn better, when they literally memorise 

what is in the books. 
  0.75 

22 
It is important that I let students reproduce what is 

in the book during a test. 
  0.74 

26 
Students learn better, when they learn the subject 

matter by heart. 
  0.68 

16 
Students learn better, when they take a lot of factual 

knowledge. 
  0.56 

4 It is important that I let students argue their opinion.    -0.46 
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The results of the CFA showed a good fit for the initial three-factor model with constructivist general 

beliefs about student regulation of learning processes and knowledge construction 

(ConstrGeneral_SRLCON), traditional general beliefs about teacher regulation of learning processes 

(TradGeneral_TRL) and traditional general beliefs about knowledge reproduction (TradGeneral_REP) as 

factors, based on the χ2/df ratio (χ²=205.31, df=132, p<.001; χ²/df ratio=1.56) and the RMSEA 

(.06[.04−.08]); a reasonable fit based on the SRMR (.08) and a poor fit based on the other fit indices  

(CFI=.86, TLI=.84). 

Therefore, we allowed the residuals of one pair of items − e20 (item 20: ‘Students learn better, when they 

literally memorise what is in the books’) and e22 (item 22 ‘It is important that I let students reproduce what 

is in the book during a test’) − to correlate based on conceptual relatedness. Both items are clear 

indicators of their factor, ‘traditional general beliefs about knowledge reproduction’. Several researchers 

(e.g. Cole et al., 2007; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007) have recommended allowing the residuals to correlate 

because they reflect intended features of the research design.  

In addition, we deleted one item (item 4) because it has a low factor loading on traditional general beliefs 

about knowledge reproduction (TradGeneral_REP) and a cross-loading on constructivist general beliefs 

about student regulation of learning processes and knowledge construction (ConstrGeneral_SRLCON).  

The goodness-of-fit estimates of the final three-factor model were χ²=131.94, df=115, p=.134; χ²/df 

ratio=1.15; CFI=.97; TLI=.96; RMSEA=.03(.00−.05); and SRMR=.07, indicating a good fit. The results of the 

CFA are presented in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1 

Results of the CFA with standardised estimates between the factors and the items (general beliefs about 

teaching and learning) (subsample 2, n=151). 

 

Note: Only significant relationships are presented in the figure, *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001. 

Reliability analyses indicated that the scales of constructivist general beliefs about student regulation of 

learning processes and knowledge construction (ConstrGeneral_SRLCON; α=.81), traditional general 

beliefs about teacher regulation of learning processes (TradGeneral_TRL; α=.71) and traditional general 

beliefs about knowledge reproduction (TradGeneral_REP; α=.79) are reliable (Kline, 2000).  

The descriptives indicated that teachers ’ general beliefs about teaching and learning were characterised 

by agreement with the importance of student regulation of learning processes and knowledge 

construction (MConstrGeneral_SRLCON=3.91, SD=.48), but also with the importance of teacher regulation of 

learning processes (MTradGeneral_TRL=3.94, SD=.57). In addition, the teachers in this sample found that 

knowledge reproduction was not important (MTradGeneral_REP=2.37, SD=.72). Table 4 summarises the 

Cronbach’s alphas and descriptive statistics for each identified scale. 
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5.2. Measuring teachers’ subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching 

To measure teachers’ subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching, 24 items were formulated 

(see Appendix B) based on the focus group discussions (cf. Instruments – Teachers’ subject-specific 

beliefs about French language teaching). Of these 24 items, seven were deleted a priori, because their 

correlations with all other items were <.30 (items 4, 5, 13, 17, 20, 23 and 24). The items cover both 

traditional and constructivist subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching. Of the remaining 

17 items, 10 refer to traditional subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching and seven refer 

to constructivist subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching.  

More concretely, the items measuring traditional subject-specific beliefs about French language 

teaching questioned teachers about their agreement to an approach that focuses on learning knowledge 

such as vocabulary and grammar (example item: ‘Acquiring knowledge, such as vocabulary and grammar, 

is the most important goal of the French lessons’).  

The items measuring constructivist subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching questioned 

teachers about their agreement to a communicative method that focuses on skills and communicative 

competence and what students can do with French in society (example item: ‘The final evaluation must 

be a language task in order to gain insight into the competences of the students in relation to French’).  

The first EFA with the remaining 17 items resulted in three different factors, based on Horn’s (1965) 

parallel analysis and Cattell’s (1966) scree test, explaining 47.8% of the total variance. Three items (items 

12, 18 and 22) with low factor loadings (<.40) were excluded from further analyses.  

A second EFA with the remaining 14 items again extracted three different factors, again based on Horn’s 

(1965) parallel analysis and Cattell’s (1966) scree test, which accounted for 53.8% of the total variance. 

Two items (items 8 and 16, corresponding to the third factor of the first EFA) with low factor loadings 

(<.40) were excluded from further analyses.  

A third EFA with the remaining 12 items extracted two different factors, based on Horn ’s (1965) parallel 

analysis and Cattell’s (1966) scree test, explaining 51.9% of the total variance. The first factor referred to 

‘traditional subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching ’ (TradSubjSpec_FRENCH, nine items 

with factor loadings ranging from .47 to .78), whereas the second referred to ‘constructivist subject-

specific beliefs about French language teaching ’ (ConstrSubjSpec_FRENCH, three items with factor 

loadings ranging from .65 to .77). The eigenvalues were 4.42 and 1.81, respectively. The retention of 

these two factors can be supported as they are consistent with the data from the focus group 

discussions, as these two factors or orientations were also clearly highlighted in the focus group 

discussions. Detailed information about the rotated factor matrix is given in Table 3. 
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Table 3 

Results of the EFA (subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching) calling for two factors 

(subsample 1, n=151). 

Item no Item description Factor 1 Factor 2 

1 
Acquiring knowledge, such as vocabulary and grammar, is the 

most important goal of the French lessons. 
0.75  

19 
Examinations (e.g. grammatical tests and vocabulary tests) are 

the best way to evaluate students for French. 
0.72  

6 

The French lessons should initially focus on acquiring 

knowledge, such as vocabulary and grammar, and then the use 

of the French language. 

0.68  

21 
Teaching methods, such as drills, dictations, translations and fill-

in exercises are the best way for students to learn French. 
0.68  

14 
It is important that I invest more in grammar, because this  

improves the communication skills of the students. 
0.66  

10 

The skills in French deteriorate because there is too little 

attention for acquiring knowledge, such as vocabulary and 

grammar. 

0.58  

15 Teaching in the front is the best way to teach in French lessons. 0.57  

7 Using a handbook is the best way to give French lessons. 0.48  

11 
It is important that I apply the receptive skills in the French 

lessons; the productive skills will follow automatically. 
0.46  

2 

The final evaluation must be a language task in order to gain 

insight into the competences of the students in relation to 

French. 

 0.79 

9 
Language tasks promote the autonomy and motivation of the 

students. 
 0.75 

3 
Students learn better, when they think for themselves about 

their learning performance in the French language. 
 0.62 

The results of the CFA showed a good fit for the initial two-factor model with traditional subject-specific 

beliefs about French language teaching (TradSubjSpec_FRENCH) and constructivist subject-specific 

beliefs about French language teaching (ConstrSubjSpec_FRENCH) as factors, based on the χ ²/df ratio 

(χ²=96.59, df=53, p<.001; χ²/df ratio=1.82) and the SRMR (.06); a reasonable fit based on the CFI and 

RMSEA (CFI=.91; RMSEA=.07[.05–.10]), and a poor fit based on the TLI (.89).  

Therefore, we allowed the residuals of two pairs of items to correlate: e15 and e19, and e7 and e15. 

These correlated residuals suggest an overlap between the items. All three items measure teachers ’ 

traditional beliefs about French language teaching.  

The goodness-of-fit estimates of the final two-factor model were χ²=80.98, df=.51, p=.005; χ²/df 

ratio=1.59; CFI=.94; TLI=.92; RMSEA=.06(.04–.09); and SRMR=.06, indicating a reasonable (based on the 

CFI and TLI) to good fit (based on the other fit indices). The results of the CFA are presented in Figure 2 . 
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Figure 2 

Results of the CFA with standardised estimates between the factors and the items (subject-specific beliefs 

about French language teaching) (subsample 2, n=151). 

 

Note: Only significant relationships are presented in the figure, *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001. 

Reliability analyses indicated that both scales – traditional subject-specific beliefs about French language 

teaching (TradSubjSpec_FRENCH; α=.83) and constructivist subject-specific beliefs about French 

language teaching (ConstrSubjSpec_FRENCH; α=.75) – are reliable (Kline, 2000).  

The descriptives of the two scales showed – based on the overall mean scores of teachers – that teachers 

prefer constructivist subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching compared to traditional 

subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching 

(MConstrSubjSpec_FRENCH=3.56>MTradSubjSpec_FRENCH=2.90). Table 4 summarises the Cronbach’s alphas and 

descriptive statistics for each identified scale. 
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Table 4 

Means (M), Standard Deviations (SD), Cronbach’s alphas, and correlations of the scales (n=302). 

 M SD α 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 

1. ConstrGeneral_SRLCON 3.91 .48 .81 -     

2. TradGeneral_TRL 3.94 .57 .71 .024 -    

3. TradGeneral_REP 2.37 .72 .79 
-.317*** 

moderate 

.326*** 

moderate 
-   

4. TradSubjSpec_FRENCH 2.90 .64 .83 
-.247*** 

weak 

.213*** 

weak 

.669*** 

strong 
-  

5. ConstrSubjSpec_FRENCH 3.56 .77 .75 
.335*** 

moderate 
-.068 

-.310*** 

moderate 

-.362*** 

moderate 
- 

Note: *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001. 
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5.3. Identifying the relationships between teachers’ general beliefs about teaching and learning 

and their subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching 

To examine the relationships between teachers ’ general beliefs about teaching and learning and their  

subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching, the correlation patterns in the different scales 

were explored. The correlations and strength of the relationships are shown in Table 4. First, the table 

shows some significant correlations (but none higher than .70). This means that the correlations are 

consistent with related but independent facets of educational beliefs. Second, the results reveal a 

moderately significant positive correlation between the more constructivist scales (i.e. constructivis t 

general beliefs about student regulation of learning processes and knowledge construction 

[ConstrGeneral_SRLCON] and constructivist subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching 

[ConstrSubjSpec_FRENCH]). Third, the results show significant positive correlations between the more 

traditional scales (i.e. traditional general beliefs about teacher regulation of learning processes 

[TradGeneral_TRL], traditional general beliefs about knowledge reproduction [TradGeneral_REP], and 

traditional subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching [ConstrSubjSpec_FRENCH]). Finally,  

several moderately significant negative correlations were found between the more constructivist scales 

and the more traditional scales. 

5.4. Identifying the relationships within teachers’ general beliefs about teaching and learning 

and their subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching 

Hierarchical cluster analyses were performed to explore whether the participants could be divided into 

homogenous subgroups with distinctive scores on the five scales (i.e. ConstrGeneral_SRLCON, 

TradGeneral_TRL, TradGeneral_REP, TradSubjSpec_FRENCH, and ConstrSubjSpec_FRENCH). Visual 

inspection of the dendrograms and analyses of squared Euclidean distance increases in each stage of 

the agglomeration process indicated a two-cluster solution in both the subsamples and the complete 

sample. The cluster solutions of the two subsamples were compared with the cluster solution of the 

complete sample by Cohen’s kappa for agreement. The cluster solution with the highest kappa is 

preferred because it reflects a more stable and replicable cluster structure. In the present study, the two -

cluster solution showed the highest agreement (κ=.84). In a following step, a non-hierarchical K-means 

clustering procedure was performed.  

The results show that Cluster 1 consisted of 129 (42.7%) teachers with significantly higher scores for 

traditional general beliefs about teacher regulation of learning processes (TradGeneral_TRL), traditional 

general beliefs about knowledge reproduction (TradGeneral_REP) and traditional subject-specific beliefs 

about French language teaching (TradSubjSpec_FRENCH).  
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Cluster 2 included 173 teachers (57.3%) with significantly higher scores for constructivist general beliefs 

about student regulation of learning processes and knowledge construction (ConstrGeneral_SRLCON) 

and constructivist subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching (ConstrSubjSpec_FRENCH).  

Regarding whether cluster membership was related to any of the demographics (i.e. gender, years of 

teaching experience, and prior education), the two clusters were significantly different in terms of years 

of teaching experience (tteaching_experience=3.43, df=300, p=001) and gender (χ2
gender=4.23, df=1, p=.040). 

Figure 3 presents the descriptive statistics for each scale in each cluster . 

Figure 3 

Graphic representation of mean cluster scores (and standard deviations) on Cluster 1 (dark grey) and 

Cluster 2 (light grey). 

 

To further explore which subgroups of teachers were characterised by specific combinations of general 

beliefs about teaching and learning and subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching, 

PRINCALS was conducted.  

A two-dimensional solution was chosen, explaining 66.5% of the total variance. The constructivis t 

general beliefs about student regulation of learning processes and knowledge construction 

(ConstrGeneral_SRLCON) and constructivist subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching 

(ConstrSubjSpec_FRENCH) had a moderate negative loading on the first dimension (–.54 and –.64, 

respectively), while the traditional general beliefs about knowledge reproduction (TradGeneral_REP) and 

traditional subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching (TradSubjSpec_FRENCH) had a 

strong positive loading on the first dimension (.85 and .81). The traditional general beliefs about teacher 

regulation of learning processes (TradGeneral_TRL) had a weak positive loading on the first dimension 
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(.27). In addition, all scales had positive loadings on the second dimension (ranging from .16 to .81) (see 

Table 5).  

In the biplot (Figure 4), the objects (i.e. teachers) are represented by points and the variables (i.e. beliefs) 

by vectors (Gifi, 1991). More specifically, each belief scale is represented by a vector that starts from the 

origin of the plot (0,0) and ends at the coordinates given by the loadings on the two dimensions.  

The vectors representing the constructivist general beliefs about student regulation of learning 

processes and knowledge construction (ConstrGeneral_SRLCON) and constructivist subject-specific 

beliefs about French language teaching (ConstrSubjSpec_FRENCH) are close together. This is also the 

case for the vectors representing the traditional general beliefs about knowledge reproduction 

(TradGeneral_REP) and traditional subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching 

(TradSubjSpec_FRENCH), indicating a strong mutual relationship between these belief scales.  

Thus, these two groups of belief scales can be considered independent. The vector representing the 

traditional general beliefs about teacher regulation of learning processes (TradGeneral_TRL) clear ly lies 

between these two groups of belief scales (see Figure 4). 

Table 5  

Component loadings in PRINCALS. 

Scale Dimension 1 Dimension 2 

ConstrGeneral_SRLCON -.54 .59 

TradGeneral_TRL .27 .81 

TradGeneral_REP .85 .21 

TradSubjSpec_FRENCH .81 .16 

ConstrSubjSpec_FRENCH -.64 .33 

To explore to what extent the scores of the objects (i.e. teachers) can be interpreted in terms of these 

belief structures, in the biplot (Figure 4), cluster membership was used to label the objects (i.e. teachers) 

(Gifi, 1991). The clusters show little overlap.  

Cluster 1 is mainly on the right side, which is formed by the positive part of the traditional belief structure 

and the positive and negative parts of the traditional general beliefs about teacher regulation of learning 

processes (TradGeneral_TRL).  

Cluster 2 is mainly on the left side, which is formed by the positive part of the constructivist belief 

structure and the positive and negative parts of the traditional general beliefs about teacher regulation 

of learning processes (TradGeneral_TRL).  
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The members of Cluster 1 were characterised by relatively high scores on the traditional general beliefs 

about knowledge reproduction (TradGeneral_REP) and the traditional subject-specific beliefs about 

French language teaching (TradSubjSpec_FRENCH), or the traditional belief structure.  

In addition, the members of Cluster 2 scored relatively high on the constructivist general beliefs about 

student regulation of learning processes and knowledge construction (ConstrGeneral_SRLCON) and the 

constructivist subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching (ConstrSubjSpec_FRENCH). The 

beliefs of the teachers in this cluster can therefore be characterised by the constructivist belief structure . 

Figure 4 

The objects (i.e. teachers, using cluster membership as labels) are presented by points and the variables (i.e.  

beliefs) by vectors in the biplot (i.e. a two-dimensional spatial image). 
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6. Conclusion and discussion 

The focus of research into teachers ’ educational beliefs has evolved over the years from studies that 

focus exclusively on teacher behaviour to studies that focus on teacher thinking (Lortie, 1975), from 

studies that focus on one type of educational beliefs to those that focus on the relationships between 

educational beliefs about various aspects (van Driel et al., 2007), and from studies focusing on subject-

specific beliefs related to mathematics and science (Barkatsas & Malone, 2005; Belo et al., 2014; van Driel 

et al., 2007) to those focusing on subject-specific beliefs related to language teaching (Barcelos & Kalaja, 

2013). 

The present study is in line with current trends in research into teachers ’ educational beliefs as it focused 

on teachers’ subject-specific beliefs about the second language acquisition of French. Its specific aim 

was to explore the relationships between and within teachers ’ general beliefs about teaching and 

learning and their subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching as these beliefs are 

considered particularly important for understanding and improving teachers ’ teaching behaviour or 

shaping their instructional practices (Richardson, 1996; Stipek et al., 2001; Thompson, 1992).  

6.1. Measuring teachers’ general beliefs about teaching and learning 

The first research question of the present study was: How can teachers ’ educational beliefs (i.e. their  

general beliefs about teaching and learning and their subject-specific beliefs about French language 

teaching) be measured in a valid and reliable way? 

First, factor analyses (EFAs and CFAs) and reliability analyses resulted in the identification of a three-

factor structure with a good fit and high reliability to measure teachers ’ general beliefs about teaching  

and learning: beliefs about (1) student regulation of learning processes and knowledge construction 

(ConstrGeneral_SRLCON), (2) teacher regulation of learning processes (TradGeneral_TRL), and (3) 

knowledge reproduction (TradGeneral_REP).  

This measurement instrument addresses the need for scales to assess secondary school teachers ’ general 

beliefs about teaching and learning. The three-factor model of this study differs from the theoretical 

four-factor model of Belo et al. (2014), which consists of two subscales that reflect teachers’ traditional 

general beliefs about teaching and learning – (1a) beliefs about teacher regulation of learning processes 

and (1b) beliefs about knowledge reproduction – and two subscales that reflect teachers ’ constructivis t 

general beliefs about teaching and learning –  (2a) beliefs about student regulation of learning processes 

and (2b) beliefs about knowledge construction. However, the three-factor model of this study is largely 

consistent with the empirical three-factor model of Belo et al. (2014). About the same three factors were 

found in a study by Belo et al. (2014) of physics teachers in the Netherlands  and in this study. Both 
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models differ slightly in terms of the number and content of items. In both studies, however, bel iefs 

about student regulation of learning processes (2a) and beliefs about knowledge construction (2b) 

formed one factor: constructivist general beliefs about student regulation of learning processes and 

knowledge construction (ConstrGeneral_SRLCON) (cf. Instruments – Teachers’ general beliefs about 

teaching and learning). This shows that beliefs about teaching and beliefs about learning are not always  

separate belief systems. 

In the present study, the three-factor model indicated that teachers value the importance of student 

regulation of learning processes and knowledge construction (ConstrGeneral_SRLCON) as well as the 

importance of teacher regulation of learning processes (TradGeneral_TRL), though not of knowledge 

reproduction (TradGeneral_REP). In other words, teachers are more in agreement with the beliefs that 

students actively construct knowledge, rather than the beliefs that students passively reproduce 

knowledge. In addition, teachers agree with both beliefs that students control, monitor and regula te 

their own learning processes while also agreeing with the beliefs that teachers continue to control,  

regulate and evaluate students ’ learning processes. This shows that teachers have both student -

centred/constructivist as well as teacher-centred/traditional beliefs.  

In other words, these beliefs are not in opposition to each other; rather, they are complementary. Several 

scholars (e.g. Belo et al., 2014; Bunting, 1985; Denessen, 1999; Kerlinger & Kaya, 1959) have long argued 

that educational beliefs are best presented by an independent two-dimensional structure. The scores on 

one dimension do not necessarily say anything about the scores on the other dimension. Teachers can 

therefore differ in both the traditional and the constructivist belief structures (Denessen, 1999). This is in 

line with the findings of Belo et al. (2014) from their sample of physics teachers and Denessen ’s (1999) 

observation that people can hold opposing beliefs in their belief systems, and o ften combine elements  

of both traditional and constructivist beliefs. Teachers are reflective practitioners who think about ‘good’ 

teaching, given certain student characteristics, lesson goals and lesson content. Depending on these 

circumstances, teacher- or student-regulated instructional strategies are preferred (Belo et al., 2014). 

Different beliefs can be useful in different teaching situations (van Driel et al., 2007; van Manen, 2008).  

The fact that teachers in this study had seemingly opposing beliefs  about the regulation of student 

learning may be indicative of their realisation that the complexity of the content and the abilities and 

needs of students sometimes require more student regulated than teacher regulated instructional 

strategies, or vice versa (Belo et al., 2014). 

6.2. Measuring teachers’ subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching 

Second, factor analyses (EFAs and CFAs) and reliability analyses resulted in the identification of a two -

factor structure with a reasonable to good fit and high reliability to measure teachers ’ subject-specific 
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beliefs about French language teaching: traditional subject-specific beliefs about French language 

teaching (TradSubjSpec_FRENCH) and constructivist subject-specific beliefs about French language 

teaching (ConstrSubjSpec_FRENCH). This measurement instrument meets the need for scales to assess 

teachers’ subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching in large-scale quantitative studies.  

In this exploratory study, constructivist subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching 

(ConstrSubjSpec_FRENCH) received more support than traditional subject-specific beliefs about French 

language teaching (TradSubjSpec_FRENCH). This means that teachers are more likely to agree that they 

should help their students to build their own knowledge of French. More specifically, they believe that 

the best way for students to learn French is by offering them language tasks to work on their 

competences in relation to French and to increase their autonomy and motivation. In addition, they 

disagree with the idea that French language teaching should focus on vocabulary and grammar, the 

transfer of knowledge from teacher to students by teaching in the front, and knowledge reproduction 

of French through the use of drills, dictations and translations. One possible explanation is that teachers ’ 

subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching are influenced by the CEFR (Council of Europe, 

2001) and subsequent curriculum reforms that took place in the context of second language acquisition 

in general and second language acquisition of French in Flanders in particular. These reforms included 

a revision of the curriculum goals by emphasising the importance of oral communication and the 

development of communicative competence as well as a change in the pedagogy and organisation of 

teaching and learning through the use of the non-traditional, communicative method. However, the 

present study was not intended to provide a value judgement about the best approach as this depends 

on the student group and the situation in which a teacher is teaching (van Manen, 2008). 

6.3. Identifying the relationships between teachers’ general beliefs about teaching and learning 

and their subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching 

The second research question explored the relationships between teachers ’ general beliefs about 

teaching and learning and their subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching. Teachers ’ 

general beliefs about teaching and learning and their subject-specific beliefs about French language 

teaching were significantly related to each other. Several significant correlations were found between 

the scales. This confirms that teachers ’ general beliefs about teaching and learning and their subject-

specific beliefs about French language teaching form an interrelated belief system. More specifically, the 

results show positive correlations between the scales within the constructivist orientation. The same 

applies to the scales within the traditional orientation. In contrast, the correlations between the scales of 

the constructivist and traditional orientations are negative. This means that an increase in teachers’ 

constructivist general beliefs about teaching and learning or their constructivist subject-specific beliefs 
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about French language teaching leads to a decrease in their traditional general beliefs about teaching 

and learning or their traditional subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching, and vice versa. 

According to Brickhouse (1990), teachers have a conceptual framework in which beliefs about teaching 

and learning and their subject are coherently interrelated. 

6.4. Identifying the relationships within teachers’ general beliefs about teaching and learning 

and their subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching 

In addition, a further exploration of the relationships within teachers ’ general beliefs about teaching and 

learning and their subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching revealed the existence of two 

belief structures (RQ3): (1) a constructivist belief structure that combines constructivist general beliefs 

about student regulation of learning processes and knowledge construction (ConstrGeneral_SRLCON) 

with constructivist subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching (ConstrSubjSpec_FRENCH) 

and (2) a traditional belief structure that combines traditional general beliefs about knowledge 

reproduction (TradGeneral_REP) with traditional subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching 

(TradSubjSpec_FRENCH). Traditional general beliefs about teacher regulation of learning processes 

(TradGeneral_TRL) could not be exclusively assigned to any of these belief structures. To understand 

these results, Green (1971) proposed that, within belief systems, clusters of beliefs are kept separate 

from each other. Some beliefs are held together, while others cannot be clustered (see Figure 5).  
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Figure 5  

Summary of the results. 

 

Finally, in an attempt to interpret the scores of the objects (i.e. teachers) in terms of these belief 

structures, two clusters were found: Cluster 1, of which the beliefs of teachers could be described as  

traditional, and a larger Cluster 2, of which the beliefs of teachers could be described as constructivis t.  

According to van Driel and Verloop (2002), individual teachers can have very different belief structures, 

even if they teach the same subject and curriculum.  

In addition, cluster membership was related to teachers ’ demographics. Only gender and teaching 

experience were significantly related to cluster membership. Cluster 2 consisted of significantly more 

female teachers and teachers with fewer years of teaching experience than Cluster 1, indicating that 

teachers with more constructivist beliefs are generally female teachers and teachers with fewer years of 

teaching experience. A possible explanation for this is that teachers with fewer years of teaching 

experience and beginning teachers are mainly female because of the numerical feminisation (number of 

women in the job) of the teaching profession (Consuegra, 2015). This is typical of Flemish (secondary) 

education. Based on the statistical annual reports of Flemish education, about two-thirds of the teachers 

in secondary education are female. In addition, the number of male teachers continues to decrease, 

while the number of female teachers continues to increase. For Flemish secondary education, the 
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number of male teachers has decreased by more than 100 since 2016-2017, while the number of female 

teachers has increased by almost 500. Moreover, teachers with fewer years of teaching experience are 

more likely to engage in constructivist thinking as they have already been confronted with the 

importance of oral communication, developing communicative competence and the non-traditional,  

communicative method to second language acquisition in their teacher training (Council of Europe, 

2001). 

6.5. Limitations and implications for future research 

The present study has several limitations.  

First, a new measurement instrument had to be developed to assess teachers ’ subject-specific beliefs 

about French language teaching. The item construction of the measurement instrument was based on 

focus group discussions, while the scale construction was based on an online survey. Therefore, the 

development of the new measurement instrument consisted of both methodological triangulation (i.e. 

a combination of focus group discussions and an online survey) and triangulation of data sources (i.e. 

focus group discussions with pedagogical counsellors, teacher educators and teachers as well as an 

online teacher survey). Thus, this instrument was considered adequate in the context of the present 

study. However, item selection based on item correlations, low factor loadings and cross -loadings was 

used. As a result, it should be noted that the scale to measure teachers ’ constructivist subject-specific 

beliefs about French language teaching (ConstrSubjSpec_FRENCH) consists of only a limited number of 

items (i.e. three). One possible explanation is that an insufficient number of items measured 

constructivist beliefs about French language teaching. However, the items used in this study were the 

items that participants to the focus group discussions could or would have liked to express. There were 

many beliefs that the participants did not express because they did not have the vocabulary to do so, 

the beliefs were not at a level of awareness that the participants could recognise, or the participants  

chose not to reveal them (Murphy, 2000). Nevertheless, the new measurement instrument can serve as 

a steppingstone to further investigate teachers ’ subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching 

in a large-scale quantitative way, as this is currently lacking. The traditional (TradSubjSpec_FRENCH) and 

constructivist (ConstrSubjSpec_FRENCH) subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching are, to 

our knowledge, the first scales of their kind and provide researchers items/scales to experiment with 

(e.g. by using factor analyses in new, larger samples).  

In addition, the new measurement instrument was developed in the context of Flemish secondary 

education, but it can help researchers to investigate teachers ’ subject-specific beliefs about French 

language teaching in other educational contexts. This can result in the addition, modification or removal 

of various items, leading to new versions of the scales. These new versions could be tested in future 
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research by combining the scales with other variables to further explore teachers ’ subject-specific beliefs 

about French language teaching. Therefore, the items that were omitted from the final instrument (i.e. 

the struck-through items in Appendices A and B) were also included in the article to achieve transparency 

and reliability so that other researchers can repeat this study.  

Second, we took a first step in exploring the relationships between and within teachers ’ general beliefs 

about teaching and learning and their subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching. The 

exploratory nature of this study implied the use of PRINCALS (an explorative technique to analyse the 

data, rather than a confirmatory approach). Studies aiming to further explore these relationships could 

use the model of teachers ’ belief structures obtained in the present study as a starting point.  

Furthermore, they could use more confirmatory approaches, such as SEM.  

Third, this study had a cross-sectional design. As such, teachers ’ answers may be biased by the way they 

felt when they took the online survey. Therefore, more longitudinal research is needed to confirm our 

results (van Driel et al., 2007).  

Finally, this study was limited to checking whether cluster membership was related to any of the teachers’ 

demographics. However, this study did not analyse the possible underlying causes of the clusters and 

the relationships between teachers ’ general beliefs about teaching and learning and their subject-

specific beliefs about French language teaching.  

Future research could focus on the factors that cause or explain these differences in teachers ’ educational 

beliefs, such as contextual factors (e.g. teacher training, micro-context, and school culture) (Merchie et 

al., 2018), teachers’ personal characteristics (e.g. personality) (Haidt & Joseph, 2007) – more specifically 

– their language background (e.g. native language and multilingualism), and student characteristics (e.g. 

intelligence and socioeconomic status). Due to their socially constructed nature, contextual factors – 

such as the broader context of national policy, cultural norms and values, the immediate context of the 

classroom (Woolfolk Hoy et al., 2006) and personal and student characteristics – can influence teachers’ 

educational beliefs (Merchie et al., 2018), which in turn can affect teachers’ teaching behaviour as well 

as student learning. 

In addition, research could focus on the influence/effects of these differences in teachers ’ educational 

beliefs on their attitudes towards innovations (Pajares, 1992), their work attitudes and student learning 

(such as students’ subject-specific knowledge and skills) (Merchie et al., 2018). For example, teachers’ 

education beliefs can be both a support and a barrier for  educational innovations (Pajares, 1992), and 

teachers use their beliefs to improve their instructional practices, and these instructional changes 

promote student learning (Merchie et al., 2018). Such influencing factors and outcomes could be 

explored in future research to gain a broader picture of how differences in teachers ’ educational beliefs 
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are caused and how these differences affect the explanation of teachers ’ professional development, 

teachers’ quality, instructional practices, and student learning (Belo et al., 2014; de Vries et al., 2014; 

Pajares, 1992; Verloop et al., 2001). 

6.6. Practical implications 

Based on the results of the present study, several implications for French language teaching can be 

drawn. First, the French curriculum should allow for teachers’ individual preferences. On average, the 

teachers in this study found it productive to switch from student regulation of learning processes to 

teacher regulation of learning processes, and vice versa. They recognised the importance of each 

teaching style to anticipate different student learning styles (van Driel et al., 2007).  

Second, the scales to measure teachers ’ general beliefs about teaching and learning and their subject-

specific beliefs about French language teaching could be used as a reflection tool. Findings from these 

scales can stimulate discussions of different beliefs. This could encourage teachers to think and talk 

about their ideas and make them more aware of their educational beliefs. This in turn could result in 

joint vision formation in, for example, French departments in secondary schools.  

Third, a professional development programme could use the scales to understand the beliefs of the 

different participants to shape a professional development initiative. For example, instead of a radical 

overhaul of teachers’ traditional educational beliefs, teachers could gradually become familiar with the 

constructivist approaches if given them the opportunity to try out a variety or combination of 

approaches, such as concrete constructivist teaching materials (e.g. lesson series) (van Driel et al., 2007). 

In this way, the professional development initiative could align with teachers ’ educational beliefs and be 

more useful for teachers’ instructional practices (Merchie et al., 2018). 
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Appendix A 

Overview of the items to measure teachers’ general beliefs about teaching and learning. 

Item no. Item description 

3 Students learn better, when they think about their learning performance themselves. 

8 
Students learn better, when they receive precise instructions for improving their  

assignments. 

9 It is important that I ask the students to come up with their own solutions for problems.  

11 
Students learn better, when they investigate the causes of difficulties that occur during 

learning themselves. 

14 Students learn better, when they get exactly explained what they have to do.  

15 
It is important that I make the students think about the way in which they have dealt with 

an assignment.  

16 Students learn better, when they take a lot of factual knowledge. 

17 
It is important that I let students know to what they have to attribute successes or 

difficulties.  

18 
Students learn better, when they have to keep an eye on whether the learning process 

goes according to plan themselves. 

19 Students learn better, when they have insight into their own emotions.  

20 Students learn better, when they literally memorise what is in the books. 

21 
Students learn better, when they have to devise applications for the subject matter  

themselves. 

22 It is important that I let students reproduce what is in the book during a test.  

25 It is important that I ensure that students know exactly how they can best perform a task. 

26 Students learn better, when they learn the subject matter by heart.  

27 
Students learn better, when they have to come up with solutions for problems 

themselves. 

28 
It is important that I tell the students how they can prepare for a test in such a way that 

they do not have to worry. 

1 
Students learn better, when they have to make connections between different parts of 

the subject material themselves. 

2 It is important that I let students think of the importance of a subject or task. 

4 It is important that I let students argue their opinion.  

5 It is important that I reassure the students for a test. 

6 Students learn better, when they plan their learning activities themselves.  

7 It is important that I pay a lot of attention to improving student mistakes. 

10 
It is important that I allow students to think about how they can deal with feelings of fear 

and uncertainty. 

12 
It is important that I talk with students about their expectations regarding the course of 

their learning process. 

13 It is important that I determine the order of the subject matter. 

23 Students learn better, when they know why something went well or not. 
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24 It is important that I tell the students what they can or cannot do. 

Note: Struck-through items were left out of the final instrument. These struck-through items consist of 

both the items that were deleted a priori and the items that were excluded throughout the factor 

analyses. 

 

Appendix B 

Overview of the items to measure teachers’ subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching. 

Item no. Item description 

1 
Acquiring knowledge, such as vocabulary and grammar, is the most important goal of 

the French lessons. 

2 
The final evaluation must be a language task in order to gain insight into the 

competences of the students in relation to French. 

3 
Teaching students to work independently with language tasks is the best way for 

students to learn French. 

6 
The French lessons should initially focus on acquiring knowledge, such as vocabulary and 

grammar, and then the use of the French language. 

7 Using a handbook is the best way to give French lessons. 

9 Language tasks promote the autonomy and motivation of the students.  

10 
The skills in French deteriorate because there is too little attention for acquiring 

knowledge, such as vocabulary and grammar. 

11 
It is important that I apply the receptive skills in the French lessons; the productive skills  

will follow automatically. 

14 
It is important that I invest more in grammar, because this improves the communication 

skills of the students. 

15 Teaching in the front is the best way to teach in French lessons. 

19 
Examinations (e.g. grammatical tests and vocabulary tests) are the best way to evaluate 

students for French. 

21 
Teaching methods, such as drills, dictations, translations and fill-in exercises are the best 

way for students to learn French. 

4 
The content of the French lessons, such as vocabulary, must reflect students ’ personal 

world. 

5 The language of instruction in the French lessons must be the French language.  

8 The students should learn to use the French language as much as possible at school.  

12 Students learn French better, when they have to read classical French literature.  

13 
Acquiring knowledge, such as vocabulary and grammar, is subordinate to skills and 

communication. 

16 It is important that I in the first place encourage students to use the French language.  

17 Staggered evaluation is the best way to evaluate students for French. 

18 Vocabulary tests are needed to teach the students the vocabulary of French.  

20 
Acquiring knowledge, such as vocabulary and grammar, must be used as a means of 

bringing language tasks successfully. 

22 
ICT-skills (e.g. a spelling corrector) make acquiring knowledge, such as vocabulary and 

grammar, superfluous. 
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23 French teachers pay too little attention to French language correctness.  

24 
Bringing the French-speaking context (e.g. via ICT) into the classroom is the best way to 

teach students the French language and the French culture. 

Note: Struck-through items were left out of the final instrument. These struck-through items consist of 

both the items that were deleted a priori and the items that were excluded throughout the factor 

analyses. 
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Chapter 5 

Do teachers’ educational beliefs affect the relationship 

between departmental leadership and PLC 

characteristics? 

Abstract 

This study explores whether the relationship between departmental leadership (i.e. group -oriented and 

development-oriented departmental leadership) and interpersonal professional learning community 

(PLC) characteristics (i.e. collective responsibility and reflective dialogue) varies across departments, 

depending on whether teachers hold traditional or constructivist beliefs. Data are collected through an 

online survey with 197 French teachers in 30 French departments in 26 Flemish (Belgian) secondary 

schools. Data is analysed using multi-group path analyses. The results show that there are no differences 

in the relationship between departmental leadership and interpersonal PLC characteristics in 

departmental PLCs in secondary schools, depending on teachers’ educational beliefs. Furthermore, the 

results reveal that teachers with a group-oriented department head experience more collective 

responsibility and report a higher frequency of reflective dialogue in their department.  
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1. Introduction  

Given recent changes in education (e.g. ICT and self-regulated learning), it is essential for teachers to 

co-evolve as well (Hargreaves, 2000). Parallel to many other educational contexts, in Flanders, this has 

led to the importance of teachers ’ continuous professional development (Stoll et al., 2006; Vangrieken 

et al., 2015). Teachers’ professional development is necessary to help teachers cope with the complexity 

of the profession and the many demands and challenges they experience (Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). In  

other words, teachers’ professional development can improve the quality and practice of teaching, 

however teachers differ greatly in the extent to which they are engaged in their own professional 

development (de Vries et al., 2014). There has been an increase in research into teachers ’ professional 

development, and in recent years ever more attention has been paid to the role played by collaboration 

with colleagues, often termed professional learning communities (PLCs) (Valckx et al., 2018, 2019; Van 

Meeuwen et al., 2020; Vanblaere, 2016). PLCs seem promising contexts as they can help create an 

environment in which teachers ’ professional development is encouraged and supported (Stoll et al., 

2006; Valckx et al., 2018, 2019; Vangrieken et al., 2015). Since the context of this study is secondary 

education, and secondary schools are organised into departments, this study investigated the extent to 

which a department can function as a PLC (Lomos, 2012; Valckx et al., 2018, 2019; Vanblaere & Devos, 

2018). However, according to Verbiest (2008), the educational research literature has not yet fully 

explored the importance of departmental PLCs and the ways in which these PLCs can be facilitated in 

secondary schools.  

Until now, research into how to facilitate PLCs in schools has strongly focused on principal leadership 

(Leithwood et al., 2020; Stoll et al., 2006). Although, PLCs are often studied at the department level in 

secondary schools (Huberman, 1993; Lomos, 2012), the potential of department heads to facilitate 

departmental PLCs remains scarce (Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). Moreover, existing research into factors 

influencing teacher participation and collaboration in PLCs has paid limited attention to the effects of 

teachers’ beliefs (de Vries et al., 2014). Teachers’ educational beliefs or how teachers think about ‘good’ 

education seem to have a strong influence on how teachers deal with changes and innovations  

(Hermans, 2009; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2009), and how 

they collaborate and learn (OECD, 2009). Many researchers (e.g. Belo et al., 2014; van Driel et al., 2007; 

van Manen, 2008) have pointed to the need to include teachers’ educational beliefs to better understand 

what hinders or facilitates changes and innovations, teachers ’ professional development and their  

collaboration in PLCs. Therefore, this study aims to fill these research gaps by examining how 

departmental leadership is associated with departmental PLCs, considering teachers’ educational beliefs. 

Research into teachers’ educational beliefs tends to comprise two main orientations: (1) a traditional and 

(2) a constructivist orientation (Van Driel et al., 2007). Several researchers (OECD, 2009; van Veen & 
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Sleegers, 2006; van Veen et al., 2001) regarding teacher participation and collaboration in departmental 

PLCs have suggested that collaboration with colleagues is positively related with constructivist beliefs 

and negatively related with traditional beliefs. However, since teachers will inherit characteristics from 

both orientations (de Vries et al., 2014), the present study explores whether teachers can be grouped 

based on their belief structure and whether and how the identified belief structures are related to the 

relationship between departmental leadership and departmental PLCs. The lack of research into the 

relationship between teachers’ belief structures and their participation and collaboration in 

departmental PLCs makes this study necessary. 

2. Theoretical framework  

2.1. PLC characteristics 

The concept of PLCs comes from the work of Little (1982) and is mainly derived from qualitative studies 

that have further elaborated the concept of teacher collaboration in the field of school reform (Lomos, 

2012; Vanblaere, 2016). Although various characteristics were associated with a PLC, it was previously 

seen as a one-dimensional concept (Lomos, 2012; Vanblaere, 2016). Subsequent studies have 

operationalised PLCs from a multidimensional perspective, with various characteristics (Lomos, 2012; 

Vanblaere, 2016). However, researchers differ significantly in their definitions of a PLC and in the 

dimensions used to operationalise a PLC (Sleegers et al., 2013). This study is based on the existing 

international consensus to describe a PLC as ‘a group of people (i.e. teachers) who share and critically 

question their practice (i.e. teaching practice) in an ongoing, reflective, collaborative, and inclusive, 

learning- and growth-oriented way’ (Stoll et al., 2006, p.223). Additionally, this study uses Mitchell and 

Sackney’s (2000) conceptual model of PLCs to operationalise the concept. Their model consists of three 

interrelated dimensions: the organisational, interpersonal, and personal dimension. The present study 

focuses on the interpersonal dimension to operationalise PLC characteristics, as this dimension is central 

to the descriptions of PLCs in the vast majority of studies in the field (Vanblaere, 2016). This interpersonal 

dimension refers to the ability of teachers to collaborate and learn from shared conceptions of teaching 

and learning, and moreover to construct, reconstruct and apply knowledge as a team (Sleegers et al., 

2013; Vanblaere, 2016). In an attempt to address this conceptual vagueness, the present study examines 

various interpersonal PLC characteristics in a specific relationship to each other. In line with previous 

research (e.g. Bryk et al., 1999; Valckx et al., 2019; Vanblaere, 2016; Verbiest, 2016), interpersonal PLC 

characteristics are broken down into mental and behavioural characteristics. Mental PLC characteristics  

refer to the conditions required to enable teacher collaboration (Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). Behavioural  

PLC characteristics refer to the collaborative activities between teachers (Little, 2003), such as reflective 

dialogue, consultation, and shared practices. Researchers (e.g. Bryk et al., 1999; Valckx et al., 2019; 
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Verbiest, 2016) have shown that mental characteristics drive behavioural characteristics. A commonly 

used mental PLC characteristic is ‘collective responsibility’ (Vanblaere, 2016), meaning that teachers in 

successful PLCs do not consider school operations, improvement and student learning as a responsibility 

exclusively assigned to the school or other teachers, but rather they feel collectively responsible (Stoll et 

al., 2006). Regarding behavioural PLC characteristics, teachers in successful PLCs often engage in 

‘reflective dialogue’ (Stoll et al., 2006; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). They have reflective and in-depth 

conversations with colleagues about educational matters, such as  instruction, student learning and 

student performance (Stoll et al., 2006; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). This  allows teachers to collect new 

information, reflect on their teaching practice or their educational beliefs and experiment with new 

insights into their teaching practice (Bryk et al., 1999). A second behavioural PLC characteristic is 

‘deprivatised practice’, which refers to the extent to which teachers observe each other ’s teaching 

practice, and give and receive feedback with the aim of improving their  teaching practice (Stoll et al., 

2006). 

2.2. Departments 

The context of this study is secondary education. In research into secondary schools, authors often 

distinguish between schools and departments as PLCs (Lomos, 2012). The department-based approach 

has the largest number of adherents and is most commonly used, as secondary schools are large 

organisations in which multiple departmental PLCs can operate (Vanblaere, 2016). Departments are seen 

as the main organisational units in secondary schools that regulate teacher behaviour with regard to the 

educational goals to be achieved, the material to be taught and the way in which students ’ progress is 

evaluated (Visscher & Witziers, 2004). In other words, departments are more than the administrative 

units into which secondary schools are divided, and they have the potential to encourage teacher  

collaboration and their professional development (Brown et al., 2000; Melville & Wallace, 2007). In this  

study, the concept of ‘department’ means a collaboration between a group of teachers who teach the 

same subject. The advantage of this type of collaboration is that teachers in the same department often 

share common interests, interact more and regularly discuss educational issues with each other (Busher  

& Harris, 1999; Huberman, 1993; Melville & Wallace, 2007; Vanblaere & Devos, 2018).  

The present study focuses on French departments in Flemish secondary education, where French is the 

first foreign language taught in all secondary schools. This subject has a high percentage of full-time 

teachers, which generally supports stronger departmental practices (Turner & Bolam, 1998). Moreover, 

language teachers consider collaboration with department colleagues to be important (van Veen et al., 

2001).  
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2.3. Departmental leadership 

The review study by Stoll et al. (2006) examined antecedents of PLCs, concluding that leadership at all 

levels is crucial to successful PLCs. Mulford and Silins (2003) identified two further leadership sources 

that are important to PLCs: principal leadership and distributed leadership. Since previous research (e.g. 

Busher & Harris, 1999; Ghamrawi, 2010; Vanblaere & Devos, 2018) has shown that department heads 

contribute to the performance of a department to the same extent as principals contribute to the 

performance of a school, this study focuses on departmental leadership for departmental PLCs. Indeed, 

departmental leadership is considered more essential to the development of departmental subcultures  

than principal leadership (Ghamrawi 2010). Only recently (e.g. Valckx et al., 2018; Vanblaere & Devos, 

2018) has research into the contribution of departmental leadership for departmental PLCs received 

more attention. While responsibility for the effective functioning of a department cannot be placed with 

one person and must be realised in collaboration with all department members, it is recognised that 

teams cannot manage without someone taking on a leadership role (Truijen et al., 2013). Department 

heads are often experienced teachers who are mandated to carry out certain leadership practices, even 

though they are not middle leaders (Busher & Harris, 1999; Valckx et al., 2018; Vanblaere & Devos, 2018).  

These leadership practices might include creating a collegial culture and facilitating group processes 

within the department (Brown et al., 2000; Busher & Harris, 1999; Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). In addition, 

it is important that department heads adopt a supportive attitude, rather than controlling colleagues on 

behalf of the principal, and pay attention to teachers ’ professional development (Valckx et al., 2018).  

Moreover, department heads often act as a bridge between the department and the school (Busher & 

Harris, 1999). Department heads therefore play a crucial role in helping departments to function as PLCs 

(Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). According to Vanblaere and Devos (2018), these leadership practices can be 

divided into two main roles taken on by department heads: group-oriented and development-oriented 

departmental leadership. Group-oriented departmental leadership includes department heads who 

shape and manage departmental culture, encourage and facilitate collaboration and the development 

of a group identity within the department (Busher & Harris, 1999). Particularly, these department heads 

guide departmental meetings, manage group processes and motivate teachers to collaborate within the 

department by supporting their staff in exchanging ideas, developing materials together and discussing 

practices (Schelfhout et al., 2015; van der Want et al., 2015; Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). Development-

oriented departmental leadership includes planning, monitoring and coordinating the improvement of 

teaching and learning within the department (Arzu Hernandez, 2013). Department heads monitor their  

department colleagues’ professional development, as well as student performance, and they have a 

coaching role in supporting teacher development (Busher & Harris, 1999; Dinham, 2007). 
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2.4. Teachers’ educational beliefs 

As mentioned above, teachers in successful PLCs often engage in reflective and in-depth conversations  

with colleagues about educational matters (Stoll et al., 2006; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). However, 

Newmann (1991) identified the importance of examining teachers ’ beliefs on these issues. The purpose 

of discussing beliefs is not to convince others to agree with the beliefs, but to clarify practices and 

underlying assumptions (Verbiest, 2008). Many studies (e.g. Belo et al., 2014; OECD, 2009) distinguish 

between the use of more traditional and constructivist beliefs to map and measure beliefs about 

teaching and learning. The traditional approach to teaching and learning involves teachers transmitting 

knowledge in a clear and structured way, explaining correct solutions, providing students with clear a nd 

solvable problems and ensuring peace and concentration in the classroom (OECD, 2009). These  beliefs 

reflect the idea that teachers should master classroom activities (Belo et al., 2014). They actively regulate 

and evaluate the learning processes of students (Meirink et al., 2009). Learning takes place when students  

follow instructions and act in accordance with these instructions (Bolhuis & Voeten, 2004). In other  

words, here learning is understood as the reproduction of knowledge (Meirink et al., 2009). In contrast,  

the constructivist approach to teaching and learning focuses on students as active participants in the 

knowledge acquisition process (Meirink et al., 2009). Teachers facilitate student inquiry, give students  

the opportunity to develop solutions to problems themselves and enable students to play an active role 

in instruction (Belo et al., 2014). Put differently, teachers believe that it is not just their job to present 

facts and give their students the opportunity to practice (OECD, 2009). Constructivist beliefs are 

associated with increased use of practices that aim to create a stimulating, challenging and individually 

adapted learning environment that supports students ’ knowledge construction (OECD, 2009).  

Surprisingly, until now, little research has been conducted into beliefs and practices specific to any 

particular subject (OECD, 2009). Recent research has shown that the dichotomy between traditional and 

constructivist beliefs can also be found in teachers ’ subject-specific beliefs about French (as a second) 

language teaching (Valckx et al., 2021). Teachers’ traditional subject-specific beliefs about French 

language teaching refers to teachers using an approach that focuses on learning knowledge of French, 

such as vocabulary and grammar, and what students know about French (Valckx et al., 2021). This 

approach focuses on the transfer of knowledge from teacher to students and the reproduction of 

knowledge of French (Valckx et al., 2021). Teachers’ constructivist subject-specific beliefs about French 

language teaching refer to the teachers using a communicative, functional and action-based approach 

that focuses on skills (e.g. oral communication) and the development of communicative competence  in 

French, and focusing on what students can do with French in their daily lives (Council of Europe, 2001).  

The latter approach states that teachers should help their students build their own knowledge of French, 
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as teachers here believe that students are active respondents in their own personal development in 

French, for example through language tasks (Valckx et al., 2021). 

3. Research aim and questions  

First, this study examines the relationship between departmental leadership and departmental PLCs. 

Quantitative research into the role of departmental leadership for interpersonal PLC characteristics in 

departmental PLCs is scarce (e.g. Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). It is therefore relevant to investigate how 

department heads can facilitate interpersonal PLC characteristics in their department: 

RQ1: How is departmental leadership (group-oriented and development-oriented) directly 

related to interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs? 

Second, previous research (Valckx et al., 2019) also showed that the mental PLC characteristic of 

collective responsibility is positively related to the behavioural PLC characteristic of reflective dialogue. 

This study therefore goes a step further and examines whether collective responsibility acts as a med iator 

in the relationship between departmental leadership and behavioural PLC characteristics:  

RQ2: How is departmental leadership (group-oriented and development-oriented) indirectly 

related to behavioural PLC characteristics via collective responsibility as a mental PLC 

characteristic? 

Third, this study extends previous studies (e.g. Valckx et al., 2019; Vanblaere & Devos, 2018) by examining 

whether and how these relationships vary between teachers with traditional beliefs and those with 

constructivist beliefs. On the basis of social network literature, it can be stated that similar teachers 

collaborate more and better (Van Waes, 2017). In social network literature, this is indicated by the 

concept of ‘homophily’ (McPherson et al., 2001). Studies have shown that individuals are more likely to 

develop relationships with other individuals who are similar to them (McPherson et al., 2001). This 

homophily is often localised around a specific characteristic, such as age, gender or education level 

(Ibarra, 1995; McPherson et al., 2001). Therefore, individuals who share a specific characteristic, such as 

their educational beliefs (traditional beliefs versus constructivist beliefs), are more likely to also share 

information and interact with each other. The reverse is also true in the sense that individuals who do 

not share many characteristics are less attracted to sharing information and interacting with one another  

(McPherson et al., 2001). In conclusion, teachers with different beliefs can be expected to differ in their  

relationships between departmental leadership and interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental 

PLCs. However, previous research has not explored how these relationships can vary for teachers with 

traditional beliefs or constructivist beliefs. As a result, potential differences in the relationships between 
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departmental leadership and interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs are explored based 

on differences in educational beliefs:  

RQ3: How do the direct and indirect relationships of departmental leadership (group-oriented 

and development-oriented) according to behavioural PLC characteristics (via collective 

responsibility as a mental PLC characteristic) vary depending on teachers ’ educational beliefs? 

The research model is presented in Figure 1. 

Figure 1 

Path diagram of the research model for the direct and indirect relationships between departmental 

leadership (group-oriented and development-oriented) and behavioural PLC characteristics via collective 

responsibility as a mental PLC characteristic. 

 

 

Versus  

 

4. Method 

4.1. Sample 

A total of 26 secondary schools participated in this study. At each school, teachers from the French 

department(s) received an online survey. However, because the study’s purpose was to investigate the 

contribution of departmental leadership for interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs, only 
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those departments who declared that they have a department head were included (Vanblaere & Devos, 

2018). A total of 197 surveys were used for the analyses. The sample included 174 (88.3%) female and 

23 (11.7%) male teachers. The average teaching experience was 16 years, ranging from 1 to 39 years. 

Moreover, teachers were nested in departments. This nested design was included in the analyses. The 

sample included 30 departments. 

4.2. Measures 

The central concepts of this study have been measured with validated scales. Confirmatory factor 

analyses (CFAs) were performed and the fit of the scales was adequate to good . 

4.2.1. Interpersonal PLC characteristics 

Interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs were measured using three subscales from the 

‘Professional Community Index’ (Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). Three items related to collective 

responsibility (e.g. ‘Teachers in my department feel responsible to help each other improve their  

instruction’). Five items referred to reflective dialogue (e.g. ‘How often in this school year have you had 

conversations with colleagues from your department about the development of a new curriculum? ’). Three 

items related to deprivatised practice (e.g. ‘How often in this school year have you had colleagues from 

your department observe your classroom?’). All items were anchored on a five-point Likert scale, ranging 

from one (strongly disagree) to five (strongly agree) for collective responsibility and from one (never) to 

five (very often) for reflective dialogue and deprivatised practice. The scales of collective responsibility 

(α=.68) and reflective dialogue (α=.75) were reliable (Kline, 2000). The reliability of the deprivatised 

practice scale (α=.64) was lower, and the results indicated that removing the item: ‘How often in this 

school year have you invited colleagues from your department to help you teach? ’ would increase α to .78. 

This implies, however, that the number of items on the deprivatised practice scale was limited to two. 

Furthermore, the mean of deprivatised practice was very low (M=1.44), indicating that this was rare. After  

careful consideration, the deprivatised practice scale has been removed from further analyses . 

4.2.2. Departmental leadership 

Departmental leadership was measured with two scales developed by Vanblaere and Devos (2018). Four 

items were related to group-oriented departmental leadership (e.g. ‘Encouraging horizontal alignment 

and coordination between teachers of the same grades’), and five items referred to development-oriented 

departmental leadership (e.g. ‘Following up on the academic and social development of students for the 

subjects involved in the department’). The items measured teachers’ perception about how frequently 

their department head engaged in these activities and were rated on a five-point Likert scale ranging 

from one (never) to five (very often). The reliability of both scales was good (group-oriented: α=.79, 

development-oriented: α=.74). 
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4.2.3. Teachers’ general beliefs about teaching and learning 

To measure teachers’ general beliefs about teaching and learning, this study used a shortened version 

(17 items) (Valckx et al., 2021) of a Dutch instrument developed by Meirink et al. (2009) and adapted by 

Belo et al. (2014) and Valckx et al. (2021). This instrument contained three subscales: beliefs about 

student regulation of learning processes and knowledge construction (eight items, e.g. ‘Students learn 

better when they think about their learning performance themselves’), beliefs about knowledge 

reproduction (four items, e.g. ‘Students learn better when they take a lot of factual knowledge’), and beliefs 

about teacher regulation of learning processes (five items, e.g. ‘Students learn better when they receive 

precise instructions for improving their assignments’). These items were rated on a five-point Likert scale, 

ranging from one (totally disagree) to five (totally agree). The reliability of the beliefs about student 

regulation of learning processes and knowledge construction scale (α=.73) and the beliefs about 

knowledge reproduction scale (α=.70) was acceptable, but the reliability of the beliefs about teacher  

regulation of learning processes scale was questionable (α=.63). Therefore, the beliefs about student 

regulation of learning processes scale was removed from further analyses . 

4.2.4. Teachers’ subject-specific beliefs about French (as a second) language teaching 

Teachers’ subject-specific beliefs about French (as a second) language teaching were measured using 

two scales developed by Valckx et al. (2021). Nine items referred to traditional subject-specific beliefs 

about French language teaching (e.g. ‘Acquiring knowledge, such as vocabulary and grammar, is the most 

important goal of the French lessons’). Three items referred to constructivist subject-specific beliefs about 

French language teaching (e.g. ‘The final evaluation must be a language task in order to gain insight into 

the competences of students in relation to French’). These items were rated on a five-point Likert scale 

ranging from one (totally disagree) to five (totally agree). Both scales were reliable (traditional subject-

specific beliefs about French language teaching: α=.81, constructivist subject-specific beliefs about 

French language teaching: α=.70). 

4.3. Data analysis 

First, the descriptives for all study variables were calculated (see Table 1) . 

Second, regression analyses were performed according to a procedure proposed by Baron and Kenny 

(1986) to provide evidence for the mediating relationship of collective responsibility in the relationship 

between departmental leadership and reflective dialogue (RQ2). Baron and Kenny (1986) proposed three 

conditions to support a mediating effect. (1) The independent variable should significantly influence the 

mediator in the first equation. (2) The independent variable should significantly affect the dependent 

variable in the second equation. (3) The mediator should significantly influence the dependent variable 

in the third equation. If all these conditions are met, the relationship between the independent and 
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dependent variable should disappear (full mediation) or decrease (partial mediation) when the mediator 

is also included in the equation. Sobel’s (1982) test was used to calculate whether the indirect effects of 

the independent variables, group-oriented and development-oriented departmental leadership, on 

reflective dialogue via collective responsibility were significant. 

Third, cluster analyses were conducted to explore whether the French teachers could be divided into 

homogenous subgroups with distinctive scores on the belief scales (RQ3). A two-step procedure was 

followed to ensure the reliability of the clusters. First, hierarchical cluster analyses were performed using 

squared Euclidian distances as the measure of distance and Ward ’s method as the clustering method. 

To maintain high-stability cluster solutions, a double-split cross-file approach was implemented by 

performing hierarchical cluster analyses in subsample one (n=99) and subsample two (n=98) 

(Breckenridge, 2000). Second, the initial cluster centres, extracted according to the hierarchical cluster  

analyses, were used as non-random starting points in a non-hierarchical K-means clustering procedure 

in the full sample (n=197) to profile and validate the final cluster solution (Gore, 2000). 

Finally, the data were analysed via path analyses to investigate both the direct and indirect effects of 

departmental leadership (group-oriented and development-oriented) on reflective dialogue via 

collective responsibility (RQ1 and RQ2). Path analysis allows to specify that one or more variables are 

dependent simultaneously in one relationship and independent in another relationship (i.e. collective 

responsibility). Hence, path analysis makes it possible to test indirect effects. In addition, the multi-group 

version of path analysis allows to test whether specific paths of interest differ across groups. This was 

used to determine if the research model was different according to teachers with traditional beliefs 

versus teachers with constructivist beliefs (RQ3). More specifically, two multi-group path models were 

compared. A first model with different regressions across groups (i.e. teachers with traditional beliefs 

versus teachers with constructivist beliefs) was compared to a second model with equal regressions 

across groups. Following this procedure, significant differences between the two models indicate 

significant differences in the regressions across groups. 

Since the nested structure of the data cannot be ignored (teachers are nested in departments), the path 

analyses were performed using Mplus, considering the clustered structure of the data, using the 

command type=complex in combination with a specification of the department cluster variable (Muthén 

& Muthén, 1998-2017). This approach calculates standard errors and a χ² of the model fit, considering 

the fact that observations are non-independent due to the clustered structure of the data (Muthén & 

Muthén, 1998-2017). The need to address the clustered structure of the data has been demonstrated by 

the ‘intraclass correlation coefficient’ (ICC) for both group-oriented and development-oriented 

departmental leadership (Bliese, 2000). ICC is the proportion of the total variance explained by group 

membership, and a large ICC indicates that respondents are more similar (Bliese, 2000). According to 
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Hox (2010), in educational contexts, ICC values of .15 are considered large. In this study, group-oriented 

and development-oriented departmental leadership had an ICC of .36 and .37, respectively. Therefore, 

ignoring the clustered structure of the data would lead to incorrect results. In addition, because the data 

were not normally distributed (kurtosis values ranging from -.51 to 1.33), the robust maximum likelihood 

estimation method with a Satorra-Bentler scaled (SB) χ² was used (Yuan & Bentler, 2000). 

5. Results 

5.1. Descriptive analyses 

The descriptives are reported in Table 1. The means of collective responsibility (M=3.75, SD=.62) and 

reflective dialogue (M=3.37, SD=.63) were higher than the middle score of the scale, indicating that, on 

average, French teachers experience a high degree of collective responsibility in their department and 

regularly engage in reflective dialogue with their department colleagues. In addition, the mean of group -

oriented departmental leadership (M=4.15, SD=.70) was higher than the mean of development-oriented 

departmental leadership (M=3.39, SD=.84). This shows that, on average, the French teachers in this study 

see their department head more as someone who often encourages them to collaborate rather than 

someone who focuses strongly on teachers ’ and students’ development. In addition, the descriptives 

indicate that teachers’ general beliefs about teaching and learning are characterised by recognising the 

importance of student regulation of learning processes and knowledge construction (M=3.93, SD=.39),  

but not by recognising the importance of knowledge reproduction (M=2.71, SD=.62). Put differently, the 

teachers agree that students actively build knowledge and control, monitor and regulate their own 

learning processes, rather than reproducing knowledge. Furthermore, the French teachers in this study 

seem to prefer constructivist over traditional subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching 

(Mconstructivist_subject-specific=3.53>Mtraditional_subject-specific=3.05, SDconstructivist_subject-specific=.70; SDtraditional_subject-

specific=.59). This means that teachers are more likely to agree that they should help their students build 

their own knowledge of French. More specifically, they tend to believe that students are active 

respondents in their own personal development in French, for example through language tasks. Table 1 

also shows some significant correlations. Based on the CFAs and the fact that none of the corre lations 

exceeds .70, the study variables measure individual concepts .



 
Teachers’ educational beliefs, departmental leadership, PLC characteristics  

 

183 
 

Table 1 

Means (M), Standard Deviations (SD), and correlations of the scales (n=197). 

 M SD 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 

1. Collective responsibility 3.75 .62 -        

2. Reflective dialogue 3.37 .63 .292** -       

3. Group-oriented departmental 

leadership 
4.15 .70 .244** .323** -      

4. Development-oriented 

departmental leadership 
3.39 .84 .206** .261** .625** -     

5. Beliefs about student regulation of 

learning processes and knowledge 

construction 

3.93 .39 .110 .115 .018 .087 -    

6. Beliefs about knowledge 

reproduction 
2.71 .62 .035 .094 .046 .095 -.168* -   

7. Traditional subject-specific beliefs 

about French language teaching 
3.05 .59 -.014 -.007 -.048 .057 -.259** .465** -  

8. Constructivist subject-specific 

beliefs about French language 

teaching 

3.53 .70 .060 -.010 -.023 .024 .224** -.179* -.158* - 

Note: *p<.05; **p<.01. 
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5.2. Regression analyses 

To study a possible mediating relationship of collective responsibility in the relationship between 

departmental leadership and reflective dialogue (RQ2), several regression analyses were performed, 

according to a procedure proposed by Baron and Kenny (1986). The results (see Table 2) show that the 

three conditions are met (cf. Data analysis). First, the independent variables – group-oriented (b=.216, 

p=.001) and development-oriented (b=.152, p=.004) departmental leadership – significantly influence 

the potential mediator, collective responsibility. Second, the independent variables – group-oriented 

(b=.288, p<.001) and development-oriented (b=.194, p<.001) departmental leadership – significantly 

influence the dependent variable, reflective dialogue. Finally, when the potential mediator is introduced 

into the model, the effect of both group-oriented and development-oriented departmental leadership 

on reflective dialogue decreases, indicating a partial mediation effect of collective responsibility in the 

relationship between departmental leadership (group-oriented and development-oriented) and 

reflective dialogue. The mediating effect is partial because the effect of group-oriented (b=.239, p<.001) 

and development-oriented (b=.156, p=.003) departmental leadership on reflective dialogue remains 

significant. This is also supported by Sobel’s (1982) test, which indicates that both indirect effects are 

significant (see Table 2). 
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Table 2  

Regression analyses for assessing the mediating effect of collective responsibility in the relationship between group-oriented and development-orient ed 

departmental leadership, and reflective dialogue. 

 
Effect of predictor on 

collective responsibility 

Effect of predictor on 

reflective dialogue 

Partial effect of 

collective responsibility 

on reflective dialogue 

Partial effect of 

predictor on reflective 

dialogue 

Sobel’s (1982) test for 

mediating effect 

Predictor b se b se b se b se Z se 

Group-

oriented  

departmental 

leadership 

.216** .061 .288*** .061 .229*** .069 .239*** .061 2.422* .020 

Development-

oriented 

departmental 

leadership 

.152** .052 .194*** .051 .251*** .069 .156** .051 2.279* .017 

Note: *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001. 
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5.3. Cluster analyses 

Hierarchical cluster analyses were performed to investigate whether teachers of French could be divided 

into homogenous subgroups with distinctive scores on the belief scales (RQ3). Visual inspection of the 

dendrograms and analyses of the squared Euclidean distance increase at each stage of the 

agglomeration process indicated a solution with two clusters in both the subsamples and the full sample. 

The cluster solutions of the two subsamples were compared to the cluster solution of the full sample 

containing Cohen’s Kappa for agreement. The highest Kappa cluster solution is preferred because it 

reflects a more stable and replicable clustering structure. In this study, the two-cluster solution showed 

the highest agreement (κ=98.0%). In a next step, a non-hierarchical K-means clustering procedure was 

performed. The results showed that Cluster 1 consisted of 88 teachers (44.7%), who had significantly 

higher scores for constructivist general beliefs about student regulation of learning processes and 

knowledge construction and constructivist subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching. 

Cluster 2 included 109 respondents (55.3%), who had significantly higher scores for traditional general 

beliefs about knowledge reproduction and traditional subject-specific beliefs about French language 

teaching. Table 3 shows the means and standard deviations of all study variables for the two clusters 

found. Statistics show that teachers with a constructivist belief structure show no significant differences 

from teachers with a traditional belief structure for the other study variables. The mean cluster scores 

and standard deviations of the belief scales on Cluster 1 and Cluster 2 are shown in Figure 2. 

Table 3 

Means, Standard Deviations (SD), and differences between the two clusters. 

 
Cluster 1 (SD)  

n=88 

Cluster 2 (SD)  

n=109 
ANOVA 

Effect size 

(Cohen’s d) 

1. Collective 

responsibility 
3.79 (.60) 3.72 (.63) F=.61 .11 

2. Reflective 

dialogue 
3.38 (.64) 3.36 (.61) F=.06  .03 

3. Group-

oriented 

departmental 

leadership 

4.17 (.71) 4.13 (.69) F=.12 .06 

4. Development-

oriented 

departmental 

leadership 

3.38 (.87) 3.40 (.82) F=.02 -.02 
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5. Beliefs about 

student 

regulation of 

learning 

processes and 

knowledge 

construction 

4.05 (.38) 3.83 (.37) F=16.97*** .59 

6. Beliefs about 

knowledge 

reproduction 

2.28 (.51) 3.06 (.46) F=129.28*** -1.61 

7. Traditional 

subject-specific 

beliefs about 

French language 

teaching 

2.67 (.49) 3.35 (.47) F=97.41*** -1.42 

8. Constructivist 

subject-specific 

beliefs about 

French language 

teaching 

3.94 (.57) 3.20 (.62) F=74.95*** 1.24 

Note: *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001. 

 

Figure 2  

Graphic representation of mean cluster scores (and standard deviations) on Cluster 1 (dark grey) and 

Cluster 2 (light grey). 
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5.4. Multi-group path analyses 

To analyse the relationships between departmental leadership, collective responsibility and reflective 

dialogue between clusters, two multi-group path models were compared (RQ1, RQ2, RQ3). More 

specifically, a model in which all regressions differed (model 1) between teachers with a constructivis t 

(Cluster 1) and those with a traditional belief structure (Cluster 2) was compared to a model in which all 

regressions were equal across both clusters (model 2). The results showed that the models do not differ 

significantly (SBχ²=5.24, df=5, p=.388), indicating that there are no significant differences in belief 

structure in the regressions. However, considering the possibility that small differences in specific 

regressions are ‘invisible’ because all regressions were estimated simultaneously, model 2 (i.e. equal 

regressions across clusters) was modified by varying a specific path of interest between teachers with 

constructivist beliefs and those with traditional beliefs (see Table 4). The difference between the log-

likelihood values associated with both models had a χ² distribution with one degree of freedom and 

depended on the scaling correction factors of the two models (Satorra & Bentler, 2001). The results 

showed no significant differences in belief structure in the regressions (see Table 4). Therefore, the 

second model (i.e. equal regressions across clusters) was advanced as the multi-group path model for 

teachers with a constructivist belief structure and those with a traditional belief structure, which fits well 

with the data (SBχ²=5.24, df=5, p=.388; χ²/df ratio=1.05; CFI=.99; TLI=.99; RMSEA=.02[.00–.14]; and 

SRMR=.05). Second, individual relationships were evaluated using the ‘critical ratio’ (CR). Non-significant 

CR relationships were removed one at a time, starting with the highest ‘p-value’. The remaining models 

were rerun because of the principle of parsimony, with the simplest model being preferred (Kline, 2015). 

Two individual relationships were removed: the relationship (1) between development-oriented 

departmental leadership and collective responsibility (b=.067; se=.073; p=.360) and (2) between 

development-oriented departmental leadership and reflective dialogue (b=.057; se=.061; p=.353). After  

removing these non-significant relationships, all other relationships were significant. This model 

explained 15% of the variation in reflective dialogue for both belief structures (see Figure 3), with an 

acceptable fit to the data (SBχ²=2.29, df=3, p=.515; χ²/df ratio=.76; CFI=1.00; TLI=1.05; RMSEA=.00[.00–

.15]; and SRMR=.07). Group-oriented departmental leadership is positively and directly related to both 

collective responsibility (b=.215, se=.077, p=005) and reflective dialogue (b=.239, se=.060, p<.001).  

Additionally, the relationship between group-oriented departmental leadership and reflective dialogue 

is partially mediated by collective responsibility (b=.049; se=.022; p=.028). Development-oriented 

departmental leadership has no significant direct and indirect relationships with the interpersonal PLC 

characteristics. 



 
Teachers’ educational beliefs, departmental leadership, PLC characteristics  

 

189 
 

Figure 3  

Result model with unstandardised regression coefficients, significance levels and explained variances for 

teachers with a constructivist belief structure and teachers with a traditional belief structure. 

 

Note: *p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001.
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Table 4 

Multi-group path modelling: Comparison of different models across clusters. 

 SBχ² df     

Models       

Model 2 5.24 5     

       

Adaptations of model 2: allowing one specific regression to vary across clusters 

 SBχ² df 
Compared 

models 
Δ SBχ² Δ df p 

Collective responsibility  

→  reflective dialogue 
4.34 4 

Versus 

model 2 
.87 1 .351 

Group-oriented departmental leadership  

→  reflective dialogue 
6.03 4 

Versus 

model 2 
.00 1 .950 

Development-oriented departmental leadership  

→  reflective dialogue 
5.08 4 

Versus 

model 2 
.39 1 .534 

Group-oriented departmental leadership  

→  collective responsibility 
3.58 4 

Versus 

model 2 
1.59 1 .208 

Development-oriented departmental leadership  

→  collective responsibility 
4.92 4 

Versus 

model 2 
.11 1 .736 
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6. Discussion 

Leaders play a key role for PLCs (Stoll et al., 2006). However, quantitative research into the importance 

of departmental leadership for interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs remains scarce 

(Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). This study addressed this gap by examining the relationship between 

departmental leadership and each of the interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs. 

Furthermore, this study explored whether and how these relationships vary for teachers with 

constructivist beliefs and those with traditional beliefs. Multi-group path analyses were performed. The 

results of RQ1 show that only group-oriented departmental leadership increases the presence of 

collective responsibility in the department and the frequency of reflective dialogue with department 

colleagues. In other words, teachers who have a strongly group-oriented department head experience 

more collective responsibility in their department and report more reflective dialogue with department 

colleagues compared to teachers who claim their department head had no such focus. From this result,  

it can be concluded that group-oriented departmental leadership contributes to the functioning of 

departmental PLCs (Busher & Harris, 1999; Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). This emphasis on group-oriented 

departmental leadership can also be found in the (inter)national educational research literature (e.g. 

Schelfhout et al., 2015; Vanblaere & Devos, 2018) and a Flemish policy document about departments in 

secondary education that mainly focuses on group-oriented departmental leadership (Katholiek 

Onderwijs Vlaanderen, 2009). This is consistent with the notion that department heads are reluctant to 

monitor teacher development and/or performance within their department (i.e. development-oriented 

departmental leadership), as teachers generally value their autonomy (Clement & Vandenberghe, 2000).  

In conclusion, our findings regarding departmental leadership corroborate previous research (e.g. 

Busher & Harris, 1999; Dinham, 2007; Vanblaere & Devos, 2018), which states that department heads 

play a central role in defining a collegial departmental culture and in developing a sense of collective 

responsibility that is in line with group-oriented departmental leadership. 

The results for RQ2 showed a positive indirect relationship between group-oriented departmental 

leadership and reflective dialogue via collective responsibility. Put differently, teachers who believe that 

their department head focuses on stimulating and facilitating collaboration, experience more collective 

responsibility in their department. Collective responsibility, in turn, is an important mental PLC 

characteristic, as it provides teachers with a broader view of their responsibilities within their department 

(Hargreaves, 2007), such as discussing teaching methods with department colleagues (Valckx et al., 

2019). This is in line with previous studies, suggesting that teachers who are involved in each teacher ’s 

teaching practice and each student’s learning (i.e. through collective responsibility) are strongly 

encouraged to engage meaningfully with their department (i.e. engage in reflective dialogue) (Bryk et 

al., 1999; Hargreaves, 2007; Valckx et al., 2019; Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). 
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Regarding whether teachers can be grouped according to their belief structure, this study has managed 

to identify two clusters to answer RQ3: a smaller ‘Cluster 1’ of teachers whose beliefs can be described 

as constructivist and a larger ‘Cluster 2’ of teachers whose beliefs can be defined as traditional. According 

to van Driel and Verloop (2002), individual teachers can have significantly different belief structures, even 

if they teach the same subject. Furthermore, contrary to our expectations, the multi-group path analyses 

showed that there are no differences in the direct and indirect effects of departmental leadership on 

reflective dialogue (via collective responsibility) in departments, based on belonging to the cluster of 

teachers with constructivist beliefs or the cluster of teachers with traditional beliefs. While this result 

contradicts the expectations of this study, it should not be considered negative. For example, the TALIS 

study found that teachers with different beliefs can work side by side in the same school or department 

(OECD, 2009). In addition, this can also ensure that new ideas and insights enter the department. 

Homophily can go ‘too far’ (Van Waes, 2017). Social network literature has shown that network or group 

diversity is always something to strive for, as diverse networks or groups show more innovation (Mehra 

et al., 2001). In addition, a lack of network or group diversity can lead to decline or stagnation in the 

development of members towards expertise, or it can limit innovation in the group (Burt, 2000). As such, 

the existence of a variety of beliefs for a department to function as a PLC is beneficial to its development.  

6.1. Limitations 

This study has several limitations. First, both the mean and the reliability of deprivatised practice were 

low. This is in line with the findings of Lomos (2012) and Vanblaere and Devos (2018), who found that 

secondary school teachers rarely observe each other ’s teaching practice or give each other feedback. 

This scale therefore had to be removed from further analyses. Hence, only two interpersonal PLC 

characteristics were included in the analyses. Therefore, the results should not be generalised to all PLCs, 

but rather understood in relation to the specific interpersonal PLC characteristics explo red in the French 

departments in Flemish secondary schools. More research is needed to confirm the role of deprivatised 

practice within departments to function as a PLC.  

A second limitation concerns the instruments used to measure departmental leadership and teachers’ 

subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching. As far as we know, this is the second study in 

which these scales are used. It would be advisable to further assess the validity of the scales in other  

contexts. In addition, the role of department heads is complex and more functions are fulfilled than 

included in this study (Busher & Harris, 1999). For example, future research could explore the relationship 

between broader departmental leadership roles, interpersonal PLC characteristics and subject-specific 

beliefs. It would therefore be advisable to replicate this study in other fields and determine whether the 

significant relationships for departmental leadership are replicable in other subjects (van Veen et al., 

2001). 
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Finally, our findings showed that some of the study variables were significantly related to interpersonal 

PLC characteristics, but much of the variance remained unexplained. This implies that group-oriented 

departmental leadership represented only a limited part of the influence on the interpersonal PLC 

characteristics and that collective responsibility explained only part of the variance in reflective dialogue. 

This is because only a limited number of relationships were examined in this study. Future research can 

examine multiple relationships by questioning multiple respondents. Many factors can play a role in 

influencing interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs (e.g. Valckx et al., 2019). 

6.2. Implications 

This study suggested that group-oriented departmental leadership plays a critical role in facilitating 

interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs (Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). Department heads 

must therefore be carefully selected and adequately supported (Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). More 

specifically, building on the findings of previous research (e.g. Valckx et al., 2018) showing  that 

department heads should have expertise in their field, it is also important that they know how to lead a 

team. Selecting and choosing department heads is therefore not a purely administrative procedure, but 

suggests that various interpersonal skills are necessary for a teacher to be appointed as department 

head who will develop their department into a PLC. Department heads should support group dynamics, 

contribute to a culture of collaboration and take on the organisation of meetings (Vanblaere & Devos, 

2018).  

Since this study has shown that teachers with constructivist beliefs and those with traditional beliefs do 

not differ significantly in collaboration (i.e. they engage in collective responsibility and reflective 

dialogue) in their department, it is important that principals develop their school in accordance with 

their own vision and that they focus on creating a shared vision and a culture of collaboration (Gaikhorst 

et al., 2019), because differences in educational beliefs between teachers do not necessarily lead to a 

loss of collaboration. 
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Chapter 6 

General conclusion and discussion 

Abstract 

The studies in this dissertation focus on secondary school teachers’ perceptions of various interpersonal 

professional learning community (PLC) characteristics in departmental PLCs in secondary schools. The 

aim is to identify the relationships among contextual factors, personal teacher characteristics , and 

departmental PLCs in secondary schools on the one hand, and the relationship between departmental 

PLCs in secondary schools and teachers ’ professional development on the other. In this final chapter, a 

general conclusion and discussion of the main results of this dissertation is presented. This chapter  

begins with a brief review of the research objectives of this dissertation presented in Chapter 1. 

Subsequently, the main findings regarding the research objectives presented in the previous empirical 

chapters are summarised, leading to the general reflections. This final chapter concludes with a 

discussion of the limitations, directions for future research, and theoretical and methodological 

implications and implications for policy and practice. 
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1. Introduction  

“Coming together is a beginning, staying together is progress, and working together is success." 

(Henry Ford) 

To meet the demands of today’s changing society and educational field, teachers’ professional 

development increasingly occupies a more prominent place in the teaching profession. Additionally,  

there is an ongoing call to embed teachers’ professional development in schools and to involve teachers 

as active participants in their professional development (Cochran-Smith, 2016; van Veen et al., 2010).  

Moreover, teachers’ professional development no longer takes place exclusively at the individual level;  

it has also evolved to a process in which teachers learn with and from each other (Lieberman & Pointer  

Mace, 2008). As such, teachers increasingly need to collaborate with colleagues (Vangrieken, 2018). In 

this respect, professional learning communities (PLCs) have become a major topic in the educational 

research literature (Vanblaere, 2016). PLCs are contexts where teachers take collective responsibility for 

the learning of all students within a school and where learning with and from colleagues through 

collaboration is the norm (DuFour, 2004; Sleegers et al., 2013; Stoll et al., 2006), More specifically, this 

dissertation has a focus on departmental PLCs in secondary schools since secondary schools are 

characterised as large organisations wherein multiple PLCs can be active. Departmental PLCs are 

identified as learning environments that provide valuable opportunities for teachers to collaborate with 

colleagues (DuFour, 2004; Sleegers et al., 2013; Stoll et al., 2006; Verbiest, 2016). In sum, the central aim 

of this dissertation is to increase the understanding of departmental PLCs in secondary schools.  

However, a clear international conceptualisation and operationalisation of the PLC concept is lacking 

(Vanblaere, 2016; Vangrieken et al., 2015). In this dissertation, the multidimensionality of PLCs is 

recognised in both our conceptualisation and operationalisation. Although this multidimensional 

perspective became the dominant one compared to older conceptualisations and operationalisations of 

PLCs as a one-dimensional concept (Lomos, 2012), research into the development, improvement, and 

influence of various interpersonal PLC characteristics remains limited (Vescio et al., 2008; Wahlstrom & 

Louis, 2008). More specifically, research into the interrelationship between various interpersonal PLC 

characteristics is needed. Previous theoretical work on interpersonal PLC characteristics conceptually 

distinguishes between mental and behavioural interpersonal PLC characteristics and assumes that 

mental interpersonal PLC characteristics drive behavioural interpersonal PLC characteristics (Bryk et al., 

1999; Verbiest, 2016). Mental PLC characteristics refer to the necessary conditions to support teacher  

collaboration in PLCs, such as collective responsibility (Stoll et al., 2006). Behavioural PLC characteristics  

are the collaborative activities that take place between teachers in PLCs, such as reflective dialogue and 

deprivatised practice (Stoll et al., 2006). Consequently, this dissertation investigates the relationship 
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between collective responsibility and behavioural interpersonal PLC characteristics. Next, this  

dissertation goes substantially further and investigates whether collective responsibility is a mediator in 

the relationship between possible stimulating factors and behavioural interpersonal PLC characteristics.  

Second, many questions remain in the educational research literature about the ways in which 

departmental PLCs can be developed in secondary schools and the contribution of departmental PLCs  

to secondary school teachers’ professional development (Verbiest, 2008; Vescio et al., 2008). In this  

regard, this dissertation empirically examines the relationship between various contextual factors and 

personal teacher characteristics and interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs while also 

investigating the relationship between departmental PLCs and teachers ’ professional development. 

In the first chapter of this dissertation, these research challenges were translated in three research 

objectives. These research objectives are shown in Figure 1 (see also Chapter 1) and are explained below. 

RO1: Analysing and describing teachers ’ perceptions of interpersonal PLC characteristics in 

departmental PLCs in secondary schools.  

This research objective is divided into the following research questions:  

a. How can teachers’ perceptions of interpersonal PLC characteristics (i.e. collective 

responsibility, reflective dialogue, and deprivatised practice) in departmental PLCs in 

secondary schools be described? 

b. What is the relationship between collective responsibility as a mental interpersonal PLC 

characteristic and reflective dialogue and deprivatised practice as behavioural 

interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs in secondary schools? 

RO2: Identifying contextual factors and personal teacher characteristics that s timulate 

departmental PLCs in secondary schools. 

This research objective is divided into the following research questions:  

a. What is the relationship between principal leadership and interpersonal PLC 

characteristics in departmental PLCs in secondary schools? 

b. What is the relationship between departmental leadership and interpersonal PLC 

characteristics in departmental PLCs in secondary schools? 

c. What is the relationship between teacher autonomy and interpersonal PLC 

characteristics in departmental PLCs in secondary schools? 

d. What is the relationship between teachers ’ self-efficacy and interpersonal PLC 

characteristics in departmental PLCs in secondary schools? 



Chapter 6 
 

206 
 

e. What is the relationship between teachers ’ educational beliefs (i.e. general beliefs about 

teaching and learning and subject-specific beliefs) and interpersonal PLC characteristics  

in departmental PLCs in secondary schools? 

To answer this last research question, a new measurement instrument is being developed that 

makes it possible to measure teachers’ subject-specific beliefs. 

f. How can teachers’ subject-specific beliefs be measured in a valid and reliable way? 

RO3: Exploring the relationship between departmental PLCs in secondary schools and teachers ’ 

professional development. 

This research objective is expressed as following research question: 

a. How are differences in departmental PLCs related to teachers ’ professional 

development? 
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Figure 1 

Research objectives and research questions. 
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These research objectives are addressed in the empirical studies described in Chapters 2 to 5. To this 

end, both qualitative and quantitative studies were conducted. 

The first research objective is discussed in Chapters 2, 3, and 5. Teachers’ perceptions of interpersonal 

PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs were examined from a qualitative lens in Chapter 2 (RQ1a). 

Data for Chapter 2 were collected through interviews with four principals, four department heads, and 

13 teachers in four mathematics, French, and General Studies1 departments. This resulted in a description 

of teachers’ perceptions of interpersonal PLC characteristics in their departmental PLC. These 

perceptions were quantitatively examined in Chapters 3 and 5 (RQ1b). Data for Chapter 3 were collected 

through an online survey of 324 teachers in 80 mathematics, French, and General Studies  departments.  

Data for Chapter 5 were collected through an online survey of 197 teachers in 30 French departments.  

The second research objective is also addressed in Chapters 2, 3 and 5. Chapters 2 and 3 describe the 

relationship between principal leadership as a contextual factor and interpersonal PLC characteristics in 

departmental PLCs (RQ2a). Chapters 2 and 5 focus on the relationship between departmental leadership 

as a contextual factor and interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs (RQ2b). Chapter 3 also 

discusses the relationship between teacher autonomy as a contextual factor and interpersonal PLCs 

characteristics in departmental PLCs in secondary schools (RQ2c). Chapters 3 and 5 elaborate on the 

relationship between personal teacher characteristics and interpersonal PLCs characteristics in 

departmental PLCs. More specifically, Chapter 3 deals with the personal teacher characteristic of 

teachers’ self-efficacy (RQ2d), whereas Chapter 5 focuses on teachers’ general beliefs about teaching 

and learning and their subject-specific beliefs as personal teacher characteristics (RQ2e). To answer this  

last research question, a new self-report measurement instrument on teachers ’ subject-specific beliefs 

was constructed. The development of this instrument is reported in Chapter 4. 

The third research objective is addressed in Chapter 2. This chapter examines the relationship between 

interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs and teachers ’ professional development from a 

qualitative perspective. 

The main results related to these research objectives are summarised in the following paragraphs. 

                                                                 

1 General Studies (Project Algemene Vakken=PAV) is a transdisciplinary subject taught in Flemish vocational secondary education 

that uses an integrated approach to learning contents, such as mother tongue/linguistics, mathematics, communication and 

organisational skills, and social studies. 
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2. Overview of the main results 

2.1. Teachers’ perceptions of interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs in 

secondary schools (RO1) 

The first research objective is related to Flemish (Belgian) secondary school teachers ’ perceptions of 

interpersonal PLC characteristics in their departmental PLC. As explained in the conceptual framework 

and research challenges in Chapter 1, there is little empirical evidence for studying various interpersonal 

PLC characteristics (Vanblaere, 2016; Vescio et al., 2008; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). To operationalise 

interpersonal PLC characteristics, three subscales of Wahlstrom and Louis’s (2008) ‘Teachers’ Professional 

Community Index’ were used: collective responsibility, reflective dialogue and deprivatised practice. 

The descriptive analyses show that mathematics, French, and General Studies teachers in departmental 

PLCs experience a high sense of collective responsibility in their department and regularly engage in 

reflective dialogue with department colleagues. In contrast, the results suggest that it is not common 

for teachers to engage with department colleagues in deprivatised practice. Consequently, the 

deprivatised practice scale has a very low mean score. This low mean score suggests that teachers in this 

dissertation generally never engage in deprivatised practice.  

The findings regarding RO1 mirror those of previous studies in several countries (e.g. Bolam et al., 2005; 

Day & Sachs, 2004; Lomos et al., 2011a; Meirink et al., 2010; Organisation for Economic Co-operation 

and Development [OECD], 2014; Stoll et al., 2006; Vanblaere & Devos, 2018; Verbiest, 2008), who found 

that secondary school teachers rarely observe each other ’s teaching practice or give each other 

feedback. Furthermore, these studies indicated that deprivatised practice is the most difficult 

characteristic for secondary schools to develop. These studies supported the predominance of reflective 

dialogue over deprivatised practice because teachers are primarily involved in reflective dialogue, and 

much work remains to be done to make deprivatised practice a more common practice. It turns out that 

although teachers feel collectively responsible and regularly discuss their teaching practice, most 

teachers still work in isolation from each other when it comes to observing and sharing their teaching 

practice. Due to practical constraints (e.g. lack of time, no suitable schedule to observe a colleague),  

teachers do not actively observe each other ’s teaching practice. However, they compensate for this by 

talking about their classroom experiences or other educational matters (Zwart et al., 2009). Deprivatised 

practice only occurs in successful PLCs (OECD, 2014), and the decision to invest in deprivatised practice 

strongly depends on the priorities of schools, departments , and teachers (Vanblaere, 2016). 

Because of this apparent absence of deprivatised practice, the scale of deprivatised practice was not 

further used in the analyses in this dissertation. For example, deprivatised practice was not included in 

the selection of departments for the exploratory case study research presented in Chapter 2. 



Chapter 6 
 

210 
 

Furthermore, the scale of deprivatised practice was not included in the path analyses in Chapters 3 and 

5, and again, only two interpersonal PLC characteristics were included in further analyses (i.e. collective 

responsibility and reflective dialogue). Our results should therefore not be generalised to all PLCs but 

should be understood in relation to the two interpersonal PLC characteristics (i.e. collective responsibility 

and reflective dialogue) analysed in the context of departmental PLCs in secondary schools.  

In Chapter 2, a qualitative lens is used to paint a detailed and diverse picture of interpersonal PLC 

characteristics in departmental PLCs in secondary schools. Two low-perceived and two high-perceived 

PLC departments were compared. More specifically, differences in teacher attitudes and behaviour 

regarding interpersonal PLC characteristics were compared in high-perceived and low-perceived PLC 

departments. Teachers in low-perceived PLC departments only feel responsible for the well-being and 

learning of their own students. Additionally, their conversations take place at certain times of the school 

year or during mandatory department meetings and are limited to practical matters. They usually work 

in isolation or they work together with a limited number of colleagues. In contrast, teachers in high-

perceived PLC departments feel a collective responsibility for the well-being as well as learning of all 

students in the department. They have ongoing and in-depth conversations about educational, teaching , 

and learning matters with all members of their department. They also jointly develop learning content,  

teaching materials, and teaching approaches. Thus, spontaneity and ubiquity, which are typical of 

successful PLCs, characterise the interactions in high-perceived PLC departments (Hargreaves, 1994).  

Regarding deprivatised practice, it is hardly used in both high-perceived and low-perceived PLC 

departments in secondary schools.  

In addition to providing a general description of the various interpersonal PLC characteristics as above, 

Chapters 3 and 5 approach these characteristics from a different angle. Based on the insight that 

interpersonal PLC characteristics are intertwined (Sleegers et al., 2013) and the assumption that mental 

interpersonal PLC characteristics drive behavioural interpersonal PLC characteristics (Bryk et al., 1999; 

Verbiest, 2016), path analyses were conducted exploring collective responsibility and reflective 

dialogue’s specific relationship to each other. The path analysis in Chapter 3 shows that collective 

responsibility is positively related to reflective dialogue. The path analysis of Chapter 5 reveals that 

collective responsibility acts as a mediator in the relationship between group-oriented departmental 

leadership and reflective dialogue. These results suggest that if teachers are concerned with the teaching 

practice and the resulting learning outcomes for students from each teacher in the department, a strong 

incentive is given to engage meaningfully with the entire department (Hargreaves, 2007; Newmann & 

Wehlage, 1995). As such, previous studies have suggested that collective responsibility acts as a group 

incentive for all teachers to avoid teaching in isolation (DuFour, 2004; Newmann & Wehlage, 1995; Stoll 

et al., 2006; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008) and as an obligatory departmental effect on sharing and 
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collaboration (Hargreaves, 2007; Newmann & Wehlage, 1995). Collective responsibility is an important 

mental PLC characteristic because it allows teachers to have a broader view of their responsibilities within 

their department (Hargreaves, 2007). 

2.2. Contextual factors, personal teacher characteristics, and departmental PLCs in 

secondary schools (RO2) 

The second research objective aims to identify contextual factors and personal teacher characteristics  

that stimulate departmental PLCs in secondary schools. This research objective is divided into several 

research questions. 

2.2.1.  Leadership 

The first two research questions are related to leadership: (a) principal leadership and (b) departmental 

leadership. Although there is consensus in the educational research literature on the importance of 

principal leadership for PLCs (Stoll et al., 2006; Vanblaere, 2016), the role of departmental leadership for 

departmental PLCs remains largely unexplored in educational research (Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). In 

this dissertation, the role of principal and departmental leadership for departmental PLCs is therefore 

investigated both qualitatively and quantitatively. 

Chapter 2 examines the relationship between leadership and departmental PLCs from a qualitative 

viewpoint. Two high-perceived and two low-perceived PLC departments were compared to examine 

how differences in principal and departmental leadership across departments relate to PLC 

characteristics in departmental PLCs and teachers ’ professional development. The results show that both 

the principal and the department head influence departmental PLCs and teachers’ professional 

development. 

Furthermore, the above research questions are quantitatively investigated using path analyses in 

Chapters 3 and 5.  

(a) Principal leadership 

Regarding principal leadership, the results of Chapter 2 show that principals of high-perceived PLC 

departments offer their teachers more support to collaborate and learn together and have a 

transformational leadership style. The principal acts as a role model for collaboration and for learning 

together in departmental PLCs. This supports the assumption that transformational principals can create 

a collaborative culture and a learning organisation (Bryk et al., 1999; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000).  

Furthermore, principals of high-perceived PLC departments are more positive, support and promote 

their teachers’ professional development, and pay sufficient attention to feedback. 
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Chapter 3 examines how transformational principal leadership is related to interpersonal PLC 

characteristics in departmental PLCs in secondary schools. The results show a positive direct relationship 

between transformational principal leadership and teachers ’ perception of the presence of collective 

responsibility in their department. This provides evidence for the idea that principals who focus on 

motivating their teachers and increasing their capacities (Leithwood, 1992; Vanblaere, 2016) manage to 

achieve this goal because teachers feel more collectively responsible for working to improve the learning 

processes for all students (Hargreaves, 2007). Moreover, both transformational principal leadership and 

collective responsibility focus on vision development (Hallinger, 2003). In other words, the principals’ 

vision for the school can guide the specific vision of teachers and departments regarding the learning 

processes of students. The results also show no significant direct relationship between transformational 

principal leadership and reflective dialogue. Collective responsibility fully mediates this relationship.  

However, in previous studies, transformational principal leadership has been explicitly associated with 

interpersonal PLC characteristics. For example, previous research has indicated that the more teachers 

see their principal as a transformational leader, the more they will ask each other for feedback (Runhaar 

et al., 2010) and the more professional teacher collaboration they will experience, including elements  

related to reflective dialogue and deprivatised practice (Geijsel et al., 2009). Similarly, Minckler (2014) 

showed that transformational principal leadership is related to how teachers perceive their  collaboration 

and sense of community. Finally, principals seem to have a direct effect on creating a learning 

organisation (Bryk et al., 1999). These studies showed that principals can directly contribute to teacher 

collaboration by adopting a transformational leadership style, leading to the hypothesis that 

transformational principal leadership is directly related to all interpersonal PLC characteristics. However, 

the results of this dissertation show that transformational principal leadership is only directly related to 

collective responsibility. This result is in line with Vanblaere and Devos (2016), who show that principals 

can also play an indirect role in teacher collaboration. To put it differently, the higher teachers score 

their principal as a transformational leader, the more they contribute to the consensus among teachers 

about the frequency and content of reflective dialogue (Vanblaere & Devos, 2016).  

(b) Departmental leadership 

Regarding departmental leadership, the results of Chapter 2 show that encouraging teachers to 

participate and collaborate in their department and improving their professional development are two 

important leadership roles. These roles align with the two central departmental leadership styles of this  

dissertation: group-oriented and development-oriented departmental leadership. The comparison 

between high-perceived and low-perceived PLC departments provides a more detailed understanding 

of these two departmental leadership styles. More specifically, the results show that department heads 

of high-perceived PLC departments are perceived by teachers as supporters and motivators for teacher 
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participation and collaboration in their department. They encourage teachers to discuss the content and 

didactics of their subject. These results confirm the central role of the department head in encouraging 

and defining a collaborative culture in departments (Busher & Harris, 1999; Ghamrawi, 2010; Vanblaere 

& Devos, 2018).  

The results also confirm the importance of development-oriented departmental leadership. Department 

heads of high-perceived PLC departments monitor their department’s teachers’ professional 

development. This is in line with previous research, which found that teachers who believe their  

department head monitors the development and practices of their teachers and students are more likely 

to engage in reflective dialogue than their colleagues who believe their department head has no such 

focus (Geijsel et al., 2009; Minckler, 2014; Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). Additionally, these results confirm 

Shiu and Chrispeels’s (2003) and Weller’s (2001) findings that department heads are responsible and 

accountable for monitoring teachers’ professional development in their department. However, the 

results of the quantitative study presented in Chapter 5 do not confirm the importance of development-

oriented departmental leadership. Whereas Chapter 2 focuses on the role of this leadership style for 

both departmental PLCs and teachers ’ professional development, Chapter 5 focuses on the role of this  

leadership style for only interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs. More specifically, the 

scale for measuring development-oriented departmental leadership contains items on actions and 

behaviours aimed at teacher and student development (e.g. coaching beginning teachers and 

monitoring student development) (Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). However, these items do not explicitly 

refer to teacher collaboration in the field of teacher development and learning. As such, it is 

understandable that this departmental leadership style relates more to teachers ’ professional 

development than to teacher collaboration. For example, development-oriented department heads 

inform their department colleagues about professional development initiatives.  

Furthermore, department heads of high-perceived PLC departments are considered subject matter  

experts. This result confirms that it is an important task for department heads to bring in subject matter  

expertise (Binkhorst et al., 2017; Lochmiller, 2016; Schelfhout et al., 2015). In concrete terms, this subject 

matter expertise enables department heads to take on the role of an instructional leader. Chapter 2 thus 

recognises the potential of distributed leadership. Previous findings showed that principals sometimes 

lack subject matter expertise in the teachers’ subject and are therefore unable to provide instructional 

feedback (Marks & Printy, 2003), which means that secondary school principals make less use of 

instructional principal leadership (Tuytens, 2012). However, because of the subject matter expertise of 

the department head, it is assumed that department heads can exercise instructional leadership and 

provide their colleagues with subject-specific feedback. The above findings are consistent with Darling-
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Hammond and Richardson (2009), Ghamrawi (2010), and Stoll et al. (2006), who found that leadership 

at all levels is important for PLCs and teachers’ professional development.  

Chapter 5 focuses on how departmental leadership is related to interpersonal PLC characteristics in 

departmental PLCs in secondary schools. The two central departmental leadership styles in this  

dissertation are used to investigate this relationship: group-oriented and development-oriented 

departmental leadership (Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). The results show that group-oriented departmental 

leadership increases both teachers’ perception of the presence of collective responsibility in their  

department and the frequency of teachers ’ participation in reflective dialogue with department 

colleagues. In other words, teachers who have a strong, group-oriented departmental leader experience 

more collective responsibility in their department and report more reflective dialogue with department 

colleagues compared to teachers who claim their department head does not have such a focus. 

Furthermore, the results show a positive indirect relationship between group-oriented departmental 

leadership and reflective dialogue via collective responsibility. These findings confirm that department 

heads who are seen as proponents of collaboration and who create an atmosphere that encourages 

teamwork can build collaborative departmental cultures, as several researchers previously suggested 

(e.g. Brown et al., 2000; Busher & Harris, 1999; Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). Development-oriented 

departmental leadership is not a significant predictor of interpersonal PLC characteristics. This result is 

consistent with the idea that department heads are reluctant to monitor teacher development and/or 

performance within their department because teachers generally value their autonomy (Clement & 

Vandenberghe, 2000). However, some studies implied that teachers whose department head monitors 

the development and practices of teachers and students are more likely to engage in reflective dialogue 

than their colleagues who believe their department head lacks such focus (Geijsel et al., 2009; Minckler,  

2014). Additionally, Vanblaere and Devos (2018) did find a significant relationship between 

development-oriented departmental leadership and reflective dialogue. However, the regression 

coefficient was quite small compared to the regression coefficient of group-oriented departmental 

leadership. Group-oriented departmental leadership is therefore dominant over other leadership 

practices. In this regard, Peacock’s (2013) review study showed that stimulating teacher collaboration 

and a collegial environment in the department was the most cited effective leadership style by 

department heads in general, as well as the most successful way to engage in instructional departmental 

leadership. This emphasis on group-oriented departmental leadership can also be found in the 

(inter)national educational research literature (e.g. Schelfhout et al., 2015; Vanblaere & Devos, 2018), in 

which department heads mainly display group-oriented departmental leadership, but only occasionally 

development-oriented departmental leadership. This emphasis on group-oriented departmental 

leadership is also reflected in Flemish policy documents. For instance, Catholic Education Flanders 

(Katholiek Onderwijs Vlaanderen) – one of the main stakeholders in Flemish education – describes 
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various possible tasks for department heads. Most tasks refer to group-oriented departmental 

leadership (e.g. coordinating initiatives, stimulating mutual alignment, and building positive 

relationships within the department), but few refer to development-oriented departmental leadership 

(e.g. having information about professional development initiatives in the education sector) (Katholiek 

Onderwijs Vlaanderen, 2009).  

In sum, leadership plays an essential role in stimulating collaboration in schools in general, and in teacher  

participation and collaboration in departmental PLCs in secondary schools in particular . More 

specifically, this dissertation reveals that teachers report more collective responsibility in their  

departmental PLC when their principal is a transformational leader and when their department head 

displays group-oriented departmental leadership. Furthermore, the results show that group-oriented 

department heads increase the frequency of teachers ’ participation in reflective dialogue with 

department colleagues. This demonstrates the potential of a people-oriented and motivational 

leadership style to create certain mindsets and norms in departmental PLCs (Busher & Harris, 1999; 

Dinham, 2007; Louis et al., 2010; Minckler, 2014; Stoll et al., 2006; Vanblaere, 2016). Moreover, for 

departmental PLCs in secondary schools, the people-oriented and motivational leadership style of the 

department head (i.e. group-oriented departmental leadership) is found to be dominant over the 

supervisory leadership style (i.e. development-oriented departmental leadership). 

2.2.2.  Teacher autonomy and teachers’ self-efficacy 

The third and fourth research questions under research objective 2 relate to (c) teacher autonomy and 

(d) teachers’ self-efficacy. 

In this dissertation, a central role is assigned to teacher participation and collaboration in departmental 

PLCs. However, teachers must also have a sense of control. Because teachers generally value their  

autonomy (Clement & Vandenberghe 2000; Vangrieken, 2018), it is important to take this autonomy 

into account (e.g. Canrinus et al., 2011; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2009). Research has confirmed the value of 

giving teachers autonomy in the work environment (Huberman, 1993). Furthermore, Geijsel et al. (2009) 

and Xanthopoulou et al. (2007) showed that there is a need to investigate how contextual factors (such 

as teacher autonomy) and teachers’ self-efficacy are related to teacher behaviour. To clarify this 

relationship, a quantitative online teacher survey is conducted (Chapter 3). Chapter 3 involves a path 

analysis to determine the direct and indirect effects of transformational principal leadership and teacher 

autonomy as contextual factors on collective responsibility and reflective dialogue as interpersona l PLC 

characteristics of departmental PLCs via teachers’ self-efficacy. The results show that teacher autonomy 

has no significant direct relationships with interpersonal PLC characteristics. However, the results show 

that teachers’ self-efficacy positively and directly influence both collective responsibility and reflective 

dialogue. Moreover, teachers’ self-efficacy fully mediates the relationship between teacher autonomy 
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and collective responsibility and reflective dialogue. In other words, this study showed that more 

autonomous teachers have a higher degree of self-efficacy. In turn, self-efficacious teachers reported 

more collective responsibility in their department and engaged in more reflective dialogue with their  

department colleagues. They were more open to taking mutual responsibility and engaging in 

collaboration (Kennedy & Smith, 2013). This is in line with Geijsel et al. (2009), who found that certain 

school context factors directly influence teacher behaviour, whereas other school context factors only 

indirectly influence teacher behaviour. This result is also in line with Chan et al. (2008) and Xanthopoulou 

et al. (2007), who found a mediating effect of self-efficacy in the relationship between contextual factors 

(such as teacher autonomy) and teacher behaviour. Additionally, this study showed that both 

participation and collaboration in departmental PLCs and autonomy are important for teachers. 

Principals should thus encourage both (Clement & Vandenberghe, 2000) by creating conditions in which 

teachers can benefit from collegial support in departmental PLCs and by facilitating the conditions for 

the autonomous functioning of teachers. These findings reflect the statements of Clement and 

Vandenberghe (2000) and Vangrieken (2018) that both collegial support and teacher autonomy are 

important. Many studies endorse the need to build departmental PLCs  within secondary schools, but it 

is undesirable and counterproductive to create an environment characterised by a fully collaborative 

culture with no teacher autonomy (De Neve, 2016). In sum, the results in Chapter 3 show that providing 

teachers with the needed autonomy is also a crucial part of school support, especially because teacher  

autonomy influences teachers’ self-efficacy, which in turn influences the interpersonal PLC characteristics  

of collective responsibility and reflective dialogue in departmental PLCs.  

2.2.3.  Teachers’ educational beliefs 

The fifth research question of research objective 2 relates to teachers’ educational beliefs. 

Existing research into what factors influence teacher participation and collaboration in PLCs has paid 

limited attention to the effects of teachers’ educational beliefs (de Vries et al., 2014). However, teachers’ 

educational beliefs or how teachers think about ‘good’ education seem to have a strong influence on 

how teachers deal with change and innovations (Hermans, 2009; OECD, 2009). Furthermore, teachers’ 

educational beliefs influence their behaviour (e.g. teacher participation and collaboration in 

departmental PLCs) (Hermans, 2009; OECD, 2009, 2014; Pajares, 1992). Teachers’ educational beliefs act 

as filters through which new knowledge and experiences are screened for meaning (Kagan, 1992; 

Nespor, 1987; Pajares, 1992). In this way, teachers’ educational beliefs play an important role in shaping 

their instructional practices (Belo et al., 2014; de Vries et al., 2014; James & McCormick, 2009; Pajares, 

1992; Verloop et al., 2001). 

Many researchers (e.g. Belo et al., 2014; van Driel et al., 2007; van Manen, 2008) have therefore pointed 

to the need to include teachers ’ educational beliefs in educational research. The current dissertation 
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attempts to close this research gap by considering teachers ’ educational beliefs as personal teacher  

characteristics that can influence teacher participation and collaboration in departmental PLCs. In 

Chapter 5, cluster analyses are performed to investigate whether different groups of relatively 

homogenous teachers with distinctive scores on belief scales (i.e. general beliefs about teaching and 

learning and subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching) can be identified. Next, Chapter 5 

presents how these clusters influence the relationships between departmental leadership and 

interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs. The cluster analyses show that two different 

clusters could be distinguished: 

- A smaller Cluster 1, consisting of 88 teachers that have significantly higher scores for 

constructivist general beliefs about student regulation of learning processes and knowledge 

construction and constructivist subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching and 

whose beliefs can thus be described as constructivist.  

- A larger Cluster 2, consisting of 109 teachers that have significantly higher scores for traditional 

general beliefs about knowledge reproduction and traditional subject-specific beliefs about 

French language teaching and whose beliefs can thus be defined as traditional.  

Next, two multi-group path models are compared to examine how these clusters affect the relationships 

between departmental leadership and interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs. The 

results show that the models do not differ significantly. This means that there are no significant 

differences in the direct and indirect effects of departmental leadership on interpersonal PLC 

characteristics in departmental PLCs based on whether the teachers belong to the cluster with a 

constructivist belief structure or that with a traditional belief structure. 

2.2.4.  Measuring teachers’ subject-specific beliefs 

To answer the above research question regarding the relationship between teachers ’ educational beliefs 

and interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs in secondary schools, a new self-report 

measurement instrument on teachers ’ subject-specific beliefs has been constructed (2f). The design of 

this instrument is needed to further identify the contextual factors and personal teacher characteristics  

that stimulate departmental PLCs in secondary schools (RO2). Three questions are addressed in Chapter 

4: (1) How can teachers’ educational beliefs (i.e. their general beliefs about teaching and learning and 

their subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching) be measured in a valid and reliable way? 

(2) What relationships can be found between teachers ’ general beliefs about teaching and learning and 

their subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching? (3) Which subgroups of teachers are 

characterised by specific combinations of general beliefs about teaching and learning and subject- 

specific beliefs about French language teaching? 
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First, the results of factor analyses (EFAs and CFAs) and reliability analyses led to the identification of a 

three-factor structure with a good fit and high reliability to measure teachers ’ general beliefs about 

teaching and learning: namely, beliefs about (1) student regulation of learning processes and knowledge 

construction, (2) teacher regulation of learning processes, and (3) knowledge reproduction. This 

measurement instrument addresses the need for scales to assess secondary school teachers’ general 

beliefs about teaching and learning. The three-factor model of this study largely corresponds to the 

empirical three-factor model of Belo et al. (2014). In both studies, beliefs about student regulation of 

learning processes and beliefs about knowledge construction form one factor: constructivist general 

beliefs about student regulation of learning processes and knowledge construction. This shows that 

beliefs about teaching and beliefs about learning do not always form separate belief systems. The three-

factor model indicates that teachers agree more with the belief that students actively construct 

knowledge than with the belief that students passively reproduce knowledge. Furthermore, teachers 

agree that students control, monitor, and regulate their own learning processes and that teachers 

continue to control, regulate, and evaluate students’ learning processes. This shows that teachers have 

both constructivist and traditional beliefs, corroborating several scholars (e.g. Belo et al., 2014; Bunting, 

1985; Denessen, 1999; Kerlinger & Kaya, 1959) who have long argued that an independent two-

dimensional structure best represents educational beliefs. Teachers may therefore differ in both 

traditional and constructivist belief structures (Denessen, 1999). Thus, people may hold opposing 

educational beliefs and often combine elements of both traditional and constructivist educational beliefs 

(Denessen, 1999). In this regard, teachers can be perceived as reflective practitioners who think about 

‘good’ teaching, given particular student characteristics, learning goals, and learning content. Depending 

on these circumstances, teacher- or student-regulated instructional strategies are preferred (Belo et al., 

2014). Different educational beliefs can be useful in different teaching situations (van Driel et al., 2007; 

van Manen, 2008). The complexity of students’ abilities and needs and the learning content sometimes 

require more teacher-regulated than student-regulated instructional strategies (Belo et al., 2014). 

Additionally, the results of factor analyses (EFAs and CFAs) and reliability analyses identified a two-factor  

structure with a reasonable-to-good fit and high reliability to measure teachers’ subject-specific beliefs 

about French language teaching: (1) traditional subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching 

and (2) constructivist subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching. This measurement 

instrument addresses the need for scales to assess teachers ’ subject-specific beliefs about French 

language teaching in large-scale quantitative studies. The two-factor model indicates that teachers are 

more likely to agree that they should help their students build their own knowledge of French. More 

specifically, they believe that the best way for students to learn French is by offering them language 

tasks to work on their competences in relation to French and to increase their autonomy and motivation. 

Moreover, teachers disagree with the idea that French language teaching should focus on vocabulary 
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and grammar; the transfer of knowledge from teacher to students through teaching in the front of the 

classroom; and knowledge reproduction using drills, dictations, and translations. One possible 

explanation is that the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR; Council of 

Europe, 2001) influences teachers’ subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching. The CEFR is 

a European language policy document designed to provide a basis for the development of, for example, 

curriculum guidelines (Council of Europe, 2001). Furthermore, the CEFR emphasises an action-oriented 

approach. This means that users and learners of a language are seen as social agents  and stresses the 

notion that ‘communication is a social act’. This has resulted in curriculum reforms in some European 

countries in the context of foreign languages (Council of Europe, 2001). This was also the case in 

Flanders, where in 2007 the Flemish Minister of Education issued a document entitled ‘Raising the bar 

for languages in every school’ (Vandenbroucke, 2007) to transform both the perception of French 

language teaching and classroom practices. The document emphasised the importance of oral 

communication and the development of communicative competence (Vandenbroucke, 2007).  

Second, the results show that teachers’ general beliefs about teaching and learning and their subject-

specific beliefs about French language teaching are significantly correlated and constitute an interrelated 

belief system. More specifically, the results show positive correlations between the scales within the 

constructivist orientation. The same applies to the scales within the traditional orientation. In contrast,  

the correlations between the scales of the traditional and constructivist orientations are negative. This 

means that an increase in teachers ’ traditional general beliefs about teaching and learning or their  

traditional subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching leads to a decrease in their  

constructivist general beliefs about teaching and learning or their constructivist subject-specific beliefs 

about French language teaching, and vice versa. According to Brickhouse (1990), teachers have a 

conceptual framework in which their beliefs about teaching and learning and their subject(s) are 

coherently interrelated.  

Third, a further exploration of the relationships between teachers’ general beliefs about teaching and 

learning and their subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching reveals the existence of two 

belief structures: (1) a constructivist belief structure that combines constructivist general beliefs about 

student regulation of learning processes and knowledge construction with constructivist subject-specific 

beliefs about French language teaching, and (2) a traditional belief structure that combines traditional 

general beliefs about knowledge reproduction with traditional subject-specific beliefs about French 

language teaching. Traditional general beliefs about teacher regulation of learning processes cannot be 

attributed exclusively to any of these belief structures. To understand these results, Green (1971)  

proposed that, within belief systems, clusters of beliefs be kept separate from each other. Some beliefs 
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can be clustered, whereas others cannot. Finally, in an attempt to interpret the scores of the teachers in 

terms of these belief structures, Chapter 4 distinguishes two different clusters: 

- A smaller Cluster 1 where the beliefs of teachers can be described as traditional; 

- A larger Cluster 2 where the beliefs of teachers can be described as constructivist. 

2.3. Departmental PLCs in secondary schools and teachers’ professional development (RO3) 

A third research objective in this dissertation focuses on the relationship between departmental PLCs in 

secondary schools and teachers ’ professional development. To tackle this research objective, a 

qualitative study was conducted in departmental PLCs in secondary schools. 

Chapter 2 compares teachers’ professional development in two high-perceived and two low-perceived 

PLC departments based on interviews with principals, department heads, and teachers. Based on the 

analyses, it seems that teachers in high-perceived PLC departments learn more with and from their  

colleagues. Furthermore, teachers in high-perceived PLC departments find dialogue, participation, and 

collaboration in their department more valuable for their professional development. They acknowledge 

that colleagues can be a resource for their professional development. For example, department 

colleagues motivate each other to increase their expertise, participate in professional development 

initiatives together, and collaborate on their professional development. Most teachers in the high-

perceived PLC departments report multiple learning outcomes as a result of the collaboration occurring 

in their department. For example, they receive new ideas, insights , and instructional practices from their  

colleagues and apply them in their teaching practice. This leads to collective changes in teaching practice 

(such as trying out innovations) for most teachers in the high-perceived PLC departments. They also 

report more subject-specific professional development, in addition to learning about general 

pedagogical and educational matters compared to teachers in low-perceived PLC departments. In 

contrast, only a few teachers in the low-perceived PLC departments indicate that participation and 

collaboration in their department added value to their professional development. They further specify 

that their learning occurred by coincidence. Teachers in low-perceived PLC departments find it difficult 

to express what they have learned from their department colleagues (see also Doppenberg et al., 2012). 

Most teachers’ professional development in the low-perceived PLC departments is related to student 

discipline and classroom management rather than to their subject content and didactics. Finally, only a 

limited number of teachers in the low-perceived PLC departments experiments with new knowledge and 

changes their teaching practice. These findings indicate that teachers who experience more collective 

responsibility for their subject(s) are more likely to engage in in-depth discussions with department 

colleagues. As a result, they will learn more about their subject and develop their teaching practice 

accordingly. These results confirm previous research results on the importance of reflective dialogue 

about teaching for teachers ’ professional development (Stoll et al., 2006) and teachers’ teaching practice 
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(Parise & Spillane, 2010). In other words, these results confirm that participation in a department with a 

high presence of interpersonal PLC characteristics can lead to teachers’ professional development. 

3. General reflections 

3.1. My classroom is the kingdom, and I am the queen 

The results across the different chapters suggest that it is not common for teachers to engage in 

deprivatised practice. More specifically, teachers indicate that, on average, they rarely or never engage 

in deprivatised practice through mutual observations or by teaching together. Opening classroom doors 

and sharing practices thus appears to be a challenging practice in secondary school departments 

(Vanblaere, 2016). Because of this apparent absence of deprivatised practice, the scale of deprivatised 

practice was not used in further analyses. 

It is possible that Flemish secondary school teachers have not yet discovered the full potential of 

deprivatised practice. However, if teachers overcome the existing barriers to deprivatised practice (e.g. 

the prevailing notion of teachers as strictly autonomous professionals within their classrooms), this can 

be of great value to them (Day & Sachs, 2004; Donaldson et al., 2008; OECD, 2014; Vanblaere, 2016). The 

barriers can be burdened through the creation of open dialogue and/or by colleagues modelling 

deprivatised practice (Vanblaere, 2016). 

Related to this topic, on the one hand, teachers experience the need to leave their island of isolation in 

the classroom by engaging in reflective dialogue, but at the same time, the desire to do their own thing 

in the classroom remains important (Vangrieken, 2018). In this respect, teachers’ teaching practice is 

central to their work and having sufficient autonomy is of great importance by teachers (Pearson & 

Moomaw, 2005). Vangrieken et al. (2017) distinguished two different aspects of teacher autonomy: 

didactical-pedagogical autonomy (i.e. teachers’ actual classroom practices) and curricular autonomy 

(e.g. lesson content). They found that teachers highly value didactical-pedagogical autonomy, especially 

in terms of teaching methods and styles. These aspects are perceived as personal, and teachers are 

generally less inclined to collaborate in depth in these areas (Vangrieken et al., 2017). In short, teachers 

tend to form agreements in their department and discuss matters related to the content of teaching and 

evaluation if they have sufficient autonomy in their classroom. However, that is exactly what is threatened 

when teachers participate in deprivatised practice and allow their colleagues to observe them and 

provide feedback. 

Given this phenomenon – the need to leave their island of isolation in the classroom by engaging in 

reflective dialogue and the need to do their own thing in the classroom – it is not surprising that the 

relationship between teacher collaboration and teacher autonomy is paradoxical (Vangrieken et al., 

2015). In the past, teacher autonomy was used as a synonym for individualism, excluding collaboration, 
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even though both concepts do not mean the same thing (Vangrieken, 2018). However, a shift in focus 

seems to be taking place from independence and non-reliance to personal choice and collaborative 

decision-making (Vangrieken, 2018). The latter includes openness to external influences and 

collaboration and support the compatibility of collaboration and autonomy. However, the results of 

study 2 (Chapter 3) did not show a direct relationship between teacher autonomy and teacher  

collaboration, but an indirect relationship via teachers’ self-efficacy. Vangrieken et al. (2017) their  

findings can provide more insight because they distinguish between two autonomy attitudes: reactive 

and reflective. The reactive autonomy attitude includes an interpersonal interpretation of autonomy  

wherein autonomy is equated with independence and non-reliance. In contrast, the reflective autonomy 

attitude includes an interpersonal interpretation of autonomy wherein autonomy is equated with 

personal choice and freedom to act in a self-directed manner. Vangrieken et al. (2017) found that 

teachers’ autonomy attitudes make a difference and provide different opportunities for meaningful 

collaboration and collegiality. Therefore, both teacher participation and collaboration in departmental 

PLCs and teacher autonomy are important for teachers (Clement & Vandenberghe, 2000). 

However, as mentioned in the general introduction, changes in the educational landscape (e.g. the focus 

on 21st century skills) tend to change the role of teacher collaboration as well. In response to the call to 

pay attention to students’ individual development and personalised learning needs, teachers are 

realising that they need to join forces (Vangrieken, 2018). This has resulted in the emergence of new 

approaches to teaching, such as co-teaching (Vangrieken, 2018). In co-teaching, two or more teachers 

share the responsibility of teaching a shared group of students . The aim is to support students in 

achieving their learning goals. This breaks the traditional boundaries of classrooms and opens teachers’ 

teaching practice. Although deprivatised practice proves to be challenging for secondary school 

teachers, it offers many opportunities for different forms of teaching (e.g. in function of differentiation).  

These changes give a different character to teacher collaboration. As suggested above, breaking the 

boundaries between classrooms promotes collective responsibility and interdependence among 

teachers (Vangrieken, 2018). Teachers should work in autonomous self-managing teams that are 

collectively responsible for the learning trajectories of a group of students (Vangrieken, 2018).  

3.2.  A multidimensional, comprehensive, and dynamic PLC concept 

In the general introduction of this dissertation (Chapter 1), it was stated that a universal definition of the 

PLC concept is lacking (Stoll et al., 2006; Vescio et al., 2008). Moreover, research into PLCs has paid too 

little attention to the multidimensional nature of the PLC concept, the complexity and possible 

interrelationships of PLC characteristics, and the contextual factors that influence the development of 

PLC characteristics in everyday educational practice (Hairon et al., 2017; Lomos, 2012; Sleegers et al., 
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2013). In other words, studies on PLCs differ significantly in the dimensions and characteristics used to 

describe and operationalise the PLC concept. 

By providing increased insight into the multidimensional nature of the PLC concept, this dissertation 

aims to add conceptual clarity to the educational research literature on departmental PLCs in secondary 

schools and aims to provide a more nuanced understanding of the interplay between related dimensions  

and characteristics identified in the educational research literature, e.g. collective responsibility, reflective 

dialogue, and leadership. 

In this dissertation, Sleegers et al.’s (2013) theoretical framework is adopted to describe the 

multidimensionality of the PLC concept. This framework distinguishes different clusters of PLC 

characteristics (i.e. organisational, interpersonal, and personal characteristics). From these clusters, 

interpersonal PLC characteristics were identified as the common denominator in a multitude of studies, 

and three interpersonal PLC characteristics were selected to study departmental PLCs: (1) collective 

responsibility, (2) reflective dialogue, and (3) deprivatised practice (Bryk et al., 1999; Lomos, 2012; Stoll 

et al., 2006). This dissertation used these clear and identifiable interpersonal PLC characteristics to gain 

more insight into the phenomenon of departmental PLCs in secondary schools. Furthermore, the 

organisational dimension was operationalised as possible stimulating factors for interpersonal PLC 

characteristics. The variables used in this study focused on leadership, teacher autonomy, and perso nal 

teacher characteristics. The personal dimension was operationalised as teachers ’ professional 

development. 

However, PLCs do not operate in a vacuum. The development and improvement of PLCs is a complex 

process that is influenced by organisational, personal, and cultural factors. Therefore, PLC research 

should consider these factors (Pang & Wang, 2016). Two categories of factors can be distinguished: 

inside and outside the school. The first can be referred to as conditions, and the latter can be referred 

to as external contexts (Hairon et al., 2017; Van Meeuwen et al., 2020). Besides, studies on PLCs place 

varying levels of emphasis on the importance of the dimensions and characteristics of PLCs. The same 

factor (e.g. leadership) can be called a PLC characteristic or a stimulating factor or condition (Sleegers et 

al., 2013). 

Although the various interpersonal PLC characteristics and stimulating factors presented in this  

dissertation were carefully and consciously selected and were considered important for departmental 

PLCs, further reflection on departmental PLCs and their characteristics and dimensions is needed. After  

all, departmental PLCs are more than the sum of their characteristics (Vanblaere, 2016). The results of 

our two path analyses (Chapters 3 and 5) showed that only a small amount of variance of the 

interpersonal PLC characteristics can be explained by the stimulating factors. This implies that the 

contextual factors and personal teacher characteristics included in this dissertation explained only a 
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limited part of the influence on interpersonal PLC characteristics. This is because only a limited number  

of relationships per path analysis were investigated in this dissertation.  

Because of the complexity of the PLC concept, some authors have introduced other factors (e.g. school 

size, location) that help or hinder the development and improvement of successful PLCs than those 

included in this dissertation (Stoll et al., 2006). More specifically, for example, this dissertation has not 

examined structural school variables that are directly related to collaboration, such as the time and space 

provided for collaborative activities (Stoll et al., 2006), nor are contextual school variables included such 

as school size, location, a particular mix of students, or external variables (e.g. local and wider community 

and policy decisions) (Stoll et al., 2006). Therefore, continued research to strengthen the understanding 

of the PLC concept is needed. For example, the above factors can be considered in future research to 

gain a broader understanding of how to develop and improve depar tmental PLCs.  

Based on several authors’ acknowledgement (Sleegers et al., 2013; Stoll et al., 2006; Verbiest, 2016) that 

these characteristics are intertwined and together shape the PLC concept, comprehensive , 

multidimensional models encompassing all dimensions of PLCs that do not only focus on the 

interpersonal dimension can provide even more conceptual clarity. It is therefore a positive development 

that, in recent research, the multidimensional character of the PLC concept is increasingly being 

emphasised (Van Meeuwen et al., 2020).  

This is the case, for example, in the comprehensive and dynamic framework and associated 

measurement instruments that Huijboom et al. (2020a, b) developed. Their research extensively explored 

PLCs in secondary education at different levels of development and the factors that influence this  

development. ‘Comprehensive’ refers to the number and variety of PLC characteristics  under  

investigation. ‘Dynamic’ refers to the fact that the PLC concept is not a static, unchangeable concept 

(Van Meeuwen et al., 2020). Through the continuous process of investigating the interactions between 

PLC characteristics and the stimulating factors of PLC development over time, new theoretical insights  

or empirical results may emerge, leading to changes in the PLC concept (Huijboom et al., 2020a). 

3.3. I stand for my subject 

The common formal organisational structure of secondary schools – the context of this dissertation – 

consists of a collection of departments. These are the primary units within secondary schools for 

organising teaching and learning (Visscher & Witziers, 2004) and gathering teachers who teach the same 

subject (Little, 2002; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001). These teachers collaborate on subject-related matters,  

such as the learning content and evaluation. This structure can be found in almost all secondary schools 

in Flanders. 
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Precisely because this dissertation takes place in departments in secondary schools, teachers’ beliefs 

regarding a particular subject are examined (OECD, 2009). Indeed, teachers’ subject-specific beliefs are 

considered particularly important to understand and improve teachers’ learning behaviour and to shape 

their teaching practice (Richardson, 1996; Stipek et al., 2001; Thompson, 1992). Research has shown that 

teachers’ subject(s) or field(s) are invoked to influence teachers’ beliefs about teaching and their  

instructional practices (Bidwell & Yasumoto, 1999; Meredith et al, 2017). 

However, the results of Chapter 5 indicate that there are no significant differences in the direct and 

indirect effects of departmental leadership on interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs, 

based on whether teachers belong to the cluster of teachers with a constructivist belief structure or the 

cluster of teachers with a traditional belief structure. 

However, there are voices that have argued that comparable teachers collaborate more and better (Van 

Waes, 2017). In the social network literature, this is indicated by the term ‘homophily’ (McPherson et al., 

2001). Studies have shown that individuals are more likely to develop relationships with other individuals  

who are like them (McPherson et al., 2001). This homophily is often localised around a specific 

characteristic, such as age, gender, or education level (Ibarra, 1995; McPherson et al., 2001). Therefore, 

individuals who share a specific characteristic, such as their educational beliefs , are more likely to also 

share information and interact with each other. The reverse is also true, individuals who do not share 

many characteristics are less interested in sharing information and interacting with each another  

(McPherson et al., 2001). Moreover, in the case of bottom-up collaboration, teachers usually select 

collaboration partners based on common professional and pedagogical beliefs and values (Leonard & 

Leonard, 1999; Penuel et al., 2009). These appear to be important prerequisites for creating openness to 

collaboration and may provide teachers with a more psychologically safe environment to discuss issues 

they consider highly personal, such as teacher practices. For example, previous research has shown that 

teachers tend to avoid conflict and prefer harmony and congeniality in interactions (Achinstein, 2002; 

de Lima, 2001; Ohlsson, 2013). 

At the same time, there are also authors who state the opposite. For example, the large-scale TALIS study 

showed that teachers with different beliefs can work side by side in the same school or department 

(OECD, 2009). In fact, Lavié (2006) described education as a contentious domain in which complete 

consensus among teachers about values, visions, and educational beliefs seems unlikely and even 

undesirable. Thus, discussing professional disagreements openly and constructively is a desirable and 

positive collaborative process necessary for deep-level collaboration. Moreover, allowing and fostering 

disagreements can help counteract groupthink, where members of a highly cohesive group tend to focus 

on concurrence and ignore alternative perspectives and conflicting information (Janis, 1973; Vangrieken, 

2018). This prevents new ideas and insights from entering the department. Additionally, collaboration 
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that is deep and that touches the underlying beliefs of teachers is necessary for real change and for the 

improvement of the school. It offers opportunities for teacher learning (Clement & Vandenberghe, 2000; 

Doppenberg et al., 2012; Kelchtermans, 2006; Levine & Marcus, 2010; Plauborg, 2009). The social 

network literature has shown that group diversity is always something to strive for  because diverse 

groups show more innovation (Mehra et al., 2001). Moreover, a lack of group diversity can lead to a 

decline or stagnation in the development of members’ expertise (Burt, 2000). In other words, the 

existence of a variety of beliefs for a department to function as a PLC is beneficial to its development.  

It is therefore important to make teachers ’ underlying beliefs and ideas about education explicit and to 

discuss them constructively to promote teacher collaboration. Teachers in successful PLCs often engage 

in reflective and in-depth dialogue with colleagues on educational matters (Stoll et al., 2006; Wahlstrom 

& Louis, 2008). According to Louis et al. (1996), this dialogue mainly revolves around topics related to 

the curriculum, instruction, and student development. However, genuine reflective dialogue should 

convey teachers’ opinions and educational beliefs on these matters (Clement & Vandenberghe, 2000; 

Newmann, 1991). The purpose of discussing these educational beliefs is not to convince others, but to 

clarify practices and underlying assumptions (Verbiest, 2008). Collaboration that involves talking about 

values and deeply held beliefs requires a safe environment of trust and respect. However, talking about 

values and beliefs also increases the risk of conflict and disagreement. Teachers tend to avoid conflict, 

and mostly prefer psychological safety and cohesion (Gajda & Koliba, 2008; Kelchtermans, 2006; Levine 

& Marcus, 2010; Ohlsson, 2013; Somech, 2008). Therefore, in-depth collaboration requires an openness 

to the notion of constructively discussing disagreements regarding these underlying beliefs. Whether  

these disagreements are explicitly discussed or not can depend on the topic of discussion (Vangrieken, 

2018). Although disagreements about practical, curricular, or content aspects of teaching can be 

discussed more openly, the situation may be different for topics such as teaching methods and styles. 

Discussions in these areas are challenging because they are often value laden – that is, they reflect 

teachers’ beliefs about what constitutes good education – and teachers may fear being judged. This fear 

could go to the very core of who they are as a teacher. However, according to Achinstein (2002), these 

types of differences have a great potential for leading to continuous growth and renewal if they are 

addressed in a way that strikes a balance between maintaining strong personal ties and maintaining a 

certain level of controversy and disagreement. Clement and Vandenberghe (2000) and Achinstein (2002)  

previously pointed to the importance of discussing beliefs to achieve continuous growth and innovation 

in schools. This supports the idea that discussing beliefs can result in powerful and diverse learning 

outcomes (Borko, 2004). 
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3.4.  How do I learn? 

This dissertation assumes that schools can play an important role in teachers ’ professional development 

(Stoll et al., 2006) and that departmental PLCs are promising contexts to promote this development 

(Little, 2012; Lomos, 2012; Stoll et al., 2006). However, the dissertation only examines this development 

in a qualitative way. 

In Chapter 2, this dissertation mainly focuses on describing and explaining good practices in high-

perceived PLC departments, rather than relating good practices to specific outcomes such as changes in 

competence or changes in instructional practices (Desimone, 2009; Merchie et al., 2018; Vanblaere & 

Devos, 2016). Future researchers are recommended to determine whether teacher participation and 

collaboration in departmental PLCs leads to changes in teachers’ knowledge, skills, or attitudes and 

beliefs, or to improved teaching practice, in order to identify best practices in departmental PLCs. 

In this respect, differences in teachers’ professional development between the high-perceived and low-

perceived PLC departments are important to consider. Teachers in high-perceived PLC departments  

indicate that they learn more from their colleagues, find participation in their department more valuable 

for their professional development, and professionalise more subject-specifically compared to teachers 

in low-perceived PLC departments. From these findings, it can be concluded that not all departmental 

PLCs can be considered the holy grail for stimulating teachers ’ professional development. First, this  

would ignore the importance of personal teacher characteristics (e.g. teachers’ self-efficacy) (De Neve et 

al., 2015). Second, it would falsely suggest that all collaboration is valuable for teachers’ professional 

development, even though the results of this dissertation indicate that there are large differences 

between departmental PLCs. As such, we agree with the warning that teacher participation and 

collaboration in departmental PLCs does not necessarily change the way teachers think and behave (Katz 

& Ain Dack, 2013; Vanblaere, 2016; Verbiest, 2008). Third, the emphasis on departmental PLCs for 

teachers’ professional development does not mean that external professional development initiatives  

no longer provide added value (Stoll et al., 2006). Successful departmental PLCs can make effective use 

of such external influences as long as they meet the effective characteristics of professional development 

initiatives (e.g. content focus, duration, collective and collaborative participation, active learning ) 

(Merchie et al., 2018). 

Hence, a broader question arises regarding what teachers are supposed to learn through participation 

and collaboration in departmental PLCs and how to define their professional development. Teachers ’ 

professional development arises from the idea that better-informed instructional decisions would lead 

to better student performance (Desimone, 2009; Merchie et al., 2018). This development can thus be 

approached in a broader way than simply creating new knowledge or acquiring new insights into 

teaching and learning. It can also involve more effectively putting into practice already acquired 
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knowledge (Van Gasse, 2018). For example, when a student struggles with mathematics, remedial actions  

may lie in the mathematics teacher’s subject knowledge. However, the teacher can only decide about 

the appropriate remedial actions after consulting the department. For the teacher, it will not feel like the 

process resulted in learning. The contribution for teachers’ professional development does not lie in 

acquiring new knowledge, but in more efficiently using existing knowledge. Thus, when teachers are 

asked what participation and collaboration in departmental PLCs produces in terms of professional 

learning, their answers may appear disappointing (Van Gasse, 2018). A more effective use of already 

acquired knowledge can also be seen as learning, but it may not surface as learning in teachers’ 

perception (Van Gasse, 2018). 

In sum, this dissertation has invested in exploring the role of teacher collaboration for teachers’ 

professional development. An important lesson in this regard is that although teacher collaboration may 

be necessary for teachers’ professional development and may provide indications for their professional 

development, caution should be exercised when considering teacher collaboration as contributing to 

professional development. This dissertation indicated that teacher collaboration does not necessarily 

contribute to teachers’ professional development. Therefore, the effects of teacher collaboration on 

teachers’ professional development and ultimately on student performance (Desimone, 2009; Lomos, 

2012; Merchie et al., 2018) need to be further explored. 

4. Limitations and directions for future research 

The studies described in this dissertation contribute to further achieving an empirical understanding of 

PLCs. Although this dissertation addresses several research challenges and answers several research 

questions, it is not without limitations and some questions remain unanswered. These limitations and 

questions are the starting point for future empirical research. The specific limitations of the individual 

studies and suggestions for future research are discussed in each chapter. This final chapter outlines the 

main overarching limitations and suggestions for future research. 

The first limitation relates to the extreme case sampling in Chapter 2. Two high-perceived and two low-

perceived PLC departments were sampled. Although this is done intentionally to contrast the 

departmental PLCs, their unique profile limits the generalisability of the study (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  

Furthermore, a relatively low number of participants from the four departments are involved in Chapter  

2. The findings should therefore be interpreted with caution and should not be generalised to other  

populations. However, we believe that our results can be transferred to several comparable contexts,  

such as the Dutch context. Future research should consider using a larger number of departments and 

participants from the departments. This will make it possible to check whether the relationships found 
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in Chapter 2 can be replicated on a larger scale for subjects other than mathematics, French, and General 

Studies (van Veen et al., 2010). 

Second, in the quantitative studies, only the generally perceived presence of certain norms and beliefs 

in the department (i.e. collective responsibility) and the general frequency of individual teachers ’ 

participation in collaborative activities in their department (i.e. reflective dialogue and deprivatised 

practice) are considered. However, the qualitative findings suggest that some teachers are more likely 

to collaborate with parallel colleagues. As such, subgroups seem to emerge. Future research using social 

network analysis in addition to more mainstream research methods (e.g. teacher surveys) could paint a 

more detailed picture of the networks and ties within a department (Daly, 2010), indicating who teachers 

turn to the most for which educational issues and why (Thomas, 2019). Social network analysis is a 

powerful tool to understand teacher interactions in more detail than mainstream research methods,  

which examine teacher collaboration through more general questions. Social network analysis provides 

opportunities for obtaining highly detailed insights into teacher collaboration (Vangrieken, 2018) 

because this analysis takes teacher interactions as a unit of analysis. 

Moreover, as indicated above, the very low mean scores for the deprivatised practice scale posed 

difficulties. Teachers indicate that they rarely engage in deprivatised practice, so we had to delete this 

scale from the analyses. More research is needed to understand the role of deprivatised practice within 

departmental PLCs. First, it would be worth exploring more closely why teachers do not mind talking to 

colleagues in their department about teaching but are reluctant to engage in deprivatised practice. 

Second, research into departments where teachers often observe each other ’s teaching practice or where 

teachers regularly teach together can yield good practices for other departments. 

Although it is a strength of this dissertation that more than one subject was studied, the information 

obtained was limited to the subjects of mathematics, French, and General Studies in Chapters 2 and 3, 

and French in Chapters 4 and 5. These subjects were chosen because both mathematics and French are 

subjects taught in all years in Flemish secondary education. For the same reason, previous studies on 

departmental PLCs have often used mathematics and language departments as study subjects (Lomos 

et al., 2011b, Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). Regarding mathematics, however, students in Flemish vocational 

secondary education only study the subject in the context of General Studies. However, it would be 

interesting to conduct a similar study for other subjects . Meaningful differences in subject matter may 

be found, with consequences for the work and collaboration prospects of teachers (van Veen et al., 

2001).  

Next, a limitation is linked to the overall research sample of this dissertation, which mainly consisted of 

Flemish secondary schools and departments. The specific national policy context of this dissertation, 

typified by the high degree of autonomy given to schools (e.g. the free choice to organise the school 
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into departments), may have influenced the results. Therefore, it would be useful to extend this research 

to other countries with significantly different policies. Furthermore, no alternative schools and special 

education schools were included in the research sample. Alternative schools are based on the 

educational and pedagogical ideas of specific theorists, such as Freinet and Steiner. Hazel and Allen 

(2013) found evidence of a universal emphasis on community building, collaboration, and responsibility 

for the development of all students in alternative schools. Further, Shipley (2006) suggested that teachers 

are less isolated and collaborate more closely in special education schools. It would also be interesting 

to examine how interpersonal PLC characteristics are perceived in groups of teachers in these schools. 

Another limitation relates to the variables included in this dissertation. Other teacher-level outcome 

variables besides teachers’ professional development, such as job satisfaction (De Neve, 2016), well-

being (Vangrieken, 2018), and work engagement, can also be related to departmental PLCs in secondary 

schools. One possible avenue for future research is the relationship between interpersonal PLC 

characteristics and these teacher outcome variables. Furthermore, including department- and school-

level outcome variables (e.g. department and school improvement, capacity building) (Bolam et al., 2005; 

Hargreaves, 2007; Stoll et al., 2006; Verbiest, 2008) was beyond the scope of this dissertation. Moreover, 

student-level outcome variables (e.g. student achievement and well-being) (Lomos et al., 2011a, b; 

Vanblaere, 2016; Vescio et al., 2008) can be included in future research. PLCs have the potential to 

contribute to teachers’ professional development, and this professional development in turn is aimed at 

improving student learning (Avalos, 2011; Desimone, 2009). Thus, future studies should examine the 

direct and indirect relationships among departmental PLCs, teacher outcomes, department and school 

outcomes, and student outcomes. To this end, future researchers could question multiple respondents 

and apply triangulation. On the one hand, data triangulation could be conducted by using different data 

sources such as students, teachers, department heads, and principals to map their outcome variables. 

On the other hand, methodological triangulation could be conducted by collecting data through 

observations of, for example, department and school improvement and change, or tests and tasks to 

examine student learning and performance.  

Further, all departments in Chapter 5 were led by a fixed department head. Future research could 

investigate whether there are also departments without a fixed department head and which factors 

facilitate or hinder interpersonal PLC characteristics in these departments (Vanblaere, 2016). This 

dissertation has shown that group-oriented departmental leadership positively influences PLC 

characteristics in departmental PLCs in secondary schools. 

There are also some methodological limitations. The first is the cross-sectional nature of the data in this  

dissertation, which precludes definitive conclusions regarding causality. From a theoretical perspective, 

it was expected that contextual factors and personal teacher characteristics would influence 
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departmental PLCs, and departmental PLCs would in turn influence teachers’ professional development 

(e.g. Geijsel et al., 2009; Stoll et al., 2006). In reality, however, the causal relationships may also go the 

other way – for example, the more teachers indicate that there is a collective responsibility for student 

learning, the more they may report high self-efficacy beliefs (De Neve et al., 2015). Further, although 

previous research has suggested that leadership influences departmental PLCs (Vanblaere & Devos, 

2018), it is also possible that a high presence of PLC characteristics in departments may trigger certain 

leadership styles rather than the other way around. Much of the research into PLCs is cross-sectional in 

nature. Little research has been done on the development of PLCs over time; however, this topic is 

important because a PLC does not arise overnight (Castelijns et al., 2013). Longitudinal research and data 

from intervention studies designed to increase the presence of interpersonal PLC characteristics in 

departmental PLCs can therefore be used in future research to gain more insights into the development 

and improvement of departmental PLCs and the directions of the relationships between stimulating 

factors and interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs (van Driel et al., 2007). To carry out 

an intervention, the research project ‘Research into the development of the school as a PLC’, conducted 

at 14 secondary schools in the Netherlands, offers many interesting insights (Sligte et al., 2018).  

Specifically, the authors recommended taking the following steps to develop a school or, in our case, a 

department, as a PLC: (1) developing or adjusting the mission and vision of the school and department 

regarding the collaboration and learning together of teachers. (2) Determining the current situation and 

the desired situation. (3) Designing actions and interventions (e.g. setting up co-teaching; setting up 

peer observations; and setting up fixed consultation moments differently, such as department meetings).  

And (4) Evaluation of the development process and achievement of sustainable development. To 

determine the current situation and the desired situation, Sligte et al. (2018) developed a specific tool 

for carrying out this step. The tool aims to visualise the current situation and desired situation of the 

school as a PLC. The questionnaire discusses elements of and conditions for the school as a PLC (e.g. 

learning from and with each other, distributed leadership and strategic human resource management).  

Teachers and principals complete the questionnaire on a five-point Likert scale ranging from (1) not 

applicable at all to (5) completely applicable. The response is presented in the form of a spider web 

graph. By comparing the current situation with the desired situation, it is possible to estimate which 

development points of the school as a PLC are given importance and priority by teachers and principals. 

Additionally, the comparison can help in achieving a dialogue between teachers and with the principal. 

This questionnaire can be supplemented with scales to measure the core PLC characteristics (collective 

responsibility, reflective dialogue, deprivatised practice) and stimulating factors (e.g. leadership and self-

efficacy) from the present dissertation.  

Another methodological limitation concerns the single source character of our quantitative studies, 

specifically, the self-reported survey data collected from teachers. Self-reports are inherently biased by 
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the participant’s feelings at the time of completing the survey. Nonetheless, in educational research, it 

is not uncommon to measure contextual factors through self-reporting. This provides data on teachers ’ 

subjective experiences with the context. For example, leadership scores were constructed based on 

teachers’ perceptions of their principal and department head. This method carries a risk of common-

method variance, which can threaten the validity of the findings. It occurs when data representing the 

dependent and independent variables come from the same respondents and are obtained using similar 

methodologies (Antonakis et al., 2010). However, data triangulation did take place in the qualitative data 

sets. Data from principals, department heads, and teachers were collected in Chapter 2, and data from 

pedagogical counsellors, teacher educators, and teachers were collected in Chapter 4. Nevertheless, it 

remains important for future research to make further efforts to avoid single source studies by using 

different forms of triangulation. For example, as mentioned above, methodological triangulation can be 

conducted by collecting data through observations, interviews, documents, and surveys. 

A third methodological limitation relates to the instrument developed to measure teachers’ subject-

specific beliefs about French language teaching. Although this instrument was developed based on focus 

group discussions, and several exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses were conducted and 

considered adequate in the context of this dissertation, it is recommended to test the validity and 

reliability of these scales in more samples and other contexts. Furthermore, these scales were measured 

at one point in time. It is advisable that future research uses two moments to predict changes in teachers ’ 

educational beliefs (Desimone, 2009; Merchie et al., 2018). Moreover, as mentioned above, the results of 

Chapter 5 indicate that based on whether the teachers belonged to the cluster with a constructivist belief 

structure or the cluster with a traditional belief structure, there are no significant differences in the direct 

and indirect effects of departmental leadership on interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental 

PLCs. Therefore, future research could examine the differences in collaboration between departmental 

PLCs that consist of teachers with a different belief structure or teachers with the same belief structure. 

A final limitation regarding the methodology is the small number of departments per school. It is 

recommended that future research sample more departments per school to obtain a multilevel model 

with school-level variables (e.g. school size, particular mix of students, school climate, school-wide 

change, vision) for the development and improvement of PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs in 

secondary schools (Sammons et al., 1996; Stoll et al., 2006). Last, no analyses in this dissertation 

considered the school level, only the department level is considered. 

5. Implications 

Based on the results of this dissertation, some important theoretical, methodological, policy, and 

practical implications are suggested.  
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5.1. Theoretical and methodological implications 

The educational research literature and practice have shown that the traditional view of teachers’ 

professional development involving individual participation in short-term, external activities ,  

disconnected from everyday reality (e.g. study days, lectures), is no longer valid (Clarke & Hollingsworth, 

2002; Desimone, 2009; Merchie et al., 2018; van Veen et al., 2010). In line with this idea, professional 

development research has shown that teachers ’ professional development is more effective when it has 

a number of effective characteristics of professional development initiatives, such as coherent and 

evidence-based, ownership, collective and collaborative participation, school- or site-based (Merchie et 

al., 2018; van Veen et al., 2010). In this regard, PLCs have become a major topic in the educational 

research literature and practice. In particular, PLCs can provide an environment to work and learn 

together with one’s colleagues (Van Meeuwen et al., 2020). By participating in PLCs, teachers are actively 

involved in their own professional development and that of their colleagues, resulting in an improvement 

in their teaching practice and ultimately leading to better student performance (Huijboom et al., 2020a).  

This dissertation contributed to PLC research by conducting empirical studies on the relationship 

between departmental PLCs and teachers ’ professional development (Vangrieken et al., 2015).  

The overarching use of the PLC-concept, along with its lack of a universally accepted definition (Stoll et 

al., 2006), offers a clear disadvantage for empirical studies because researchers struggle to provide a 

clear and straightforward operationalisation of the PLC-concept. This dissertation contributes to the 

research field by focusing on a set of clear and identifiable PLC characteristics (Sleegers et al., 2013).  

Much of the previous research into PLCs has looked at each interpersonal PLC characteristic separately 

(Vanblaere & Devos, 2018), whereas this dissertation studies PLC characteristics in specific relationships  

to each other. Therefore, this dissertation provides a better understanding of the nature and 

development and improvement of departmental PLCs in secondary schools.  

In addition to conducting descriptive analyses, this dissertation empirically investigates contextual 

factors and personal teacher characteristics as antecedents of interpersonal PLC characteristics, thereby 

contributing to achieving a research-based understanding of how PLCs can be developed and improved. 

The relationships between various contextual factors and personal teacher characteristics with each of 

the interpersonal PLC characteristics are studied. The advantages of this approach are threefold. First, 

this dissertation illustrates the crucial role of departmental leadership alongside principal leadership . 

Principal leadership has been the focus of most studies until now (Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). Second, 

this dissertation recognises the mediating role of teachers ’ self-efficacy between contextual factors and 

teacher behaviour. Third, it allows to discover the specific merits of each antecedent for each 

interpersonal PLC characteristic. Because the nature of various interpersonal PLC characteristics has 

rarely been explored, this is an interesting addition to the educational research literature. 
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A methodological factor that reinforces the conclusions of this dissertation is that qualitative and 

quantitative approaches are combined. We also consider the department level in our path analyses 

because ignoring the hierarchical structure of the teachers in departments can lead to information loss 

and incorrect standard errors (Hox, 2010).  

Finally, an instrument is developed to measure teachers’ subject-specific beliefs about French language 

teaching. The new measurement instrument can serve as a steppingstone to further investigate teachers ’ 

subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching in a large-scale quantitative way. This instrument 

provides researchers with items/scales to experiment with (e.g. by using factor analyses in new, larger 

samples). It was developed in the context of Flemish secondary education, but it can help researchers  to 

investigate teachers’ subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching in other educational 

contexts. Researchers can add, change, or delete different items, leading to new versions of the scales. 

These new versions can be tested in future research by combining the scales with other variables to 

further explore teachers’ subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching.  

5.2. Policy implications 

In Flanders, the government prescribes teacher collaboration as a required competence for teachers 

(Department of Education, 2007). Teacher collaboration as a competence is explicitly mentioned in the 

professional profile and the basic competences for secondary school teachers. Ten broad role 

descriptions have been introduced, which also explicitly emphasise the role of a teacher as a member of 

the school team. Teachers are seen as innovators and researchers who should question their own 

teaching practice and adjust and innovate if necessary. Policymakers have formally recognised the 

importance of being part of a team and working towards continuous improvement. This corresponds to 

the description of a PLC. In an information brochure containing the introduction of the professional 

profile and the basic competences for secondary school teachers, the policymakers elaborated on this  

viewpoint (Department of Education, 2008, pp.70-71): ‘Teachers’ professional development is the result of 

interactions at school. The school is not only a workplace for teachers, but also a place of learning. 

Systematic consultation with colleagues and external parties supports reflective actions. Learning 

experiences arise through formal and informal contacts with colleagues and external parties and 

involvement in development activities within the school, such as departments (Vandenberghe & 

Kelchtermans, 2002). Teachers discuss with each other, study each other’s work, share insights and give 

each other feedback. They not only grow individually in their profession, but also increase the learning and 

knowledge capacity of the organisation. PLCs are therefore considered today very important to support 

educational innovations as they target changes in knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, emotions and behaviour ’ .  

Unfortunately, it is only this short section at the end of the document that is devoted to PLCs and the 
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ideas behind PLCs. Given the potential of PLCs, which are demonstrated in this dissertation, we 

recommend giving this component a more central place in the professional profile. 

Furthermore, although the efforts by policymakers to note the importance of PLCs for teachers in their  

policy documents have been acknowledged, more can be done to facilitate the actual implementation 

of these ideas. Our findings show major differences between departments. However, it is important to 

note that schools in Flanders enjoy a high degree of school autonomy. As such, policymakers have little 

scope to implement these ideas. However, more structural time and space could be given to teachers to 

collaborate. For example, dialogue among teachers often takes place during breaks or after school (e.g. 

in department meetings) because there is little time for dialogue and collaboration during the day, and 

such dialogue is also not included in teachers’ job description. Therefore, the decision to invest in 

reflective dialogue and deprivatised practice strongly depends on the priorities of schools, departments , 

and teachers. We recommend making reflective dialogue (e.g. collegial dialogue) and deprivatised 

practice (e.g. peer observations) a formal part of teachers’ job description and giving teachers time to 

engage in reflective dialogue and to collaborate or observe each other ’s teaching practice. In this way, 

teachers learn to appreciate this form of collaboration, and schools can be encouraged to schedule 

planned collaboration times. 

Moreover, this dissertation shows that the role of department heads is crucial for departmental PLCs in 

secondary schools. To our knowledge, the existence of policy documents on the role and functioning of 

department heads is limited to a few countries, such as the United Kingdom (Teacher Training Agency, 

1998; Vanblaere, 2016). Additionally, the role and functioning of department heads is determined by 

individual schools and not dictated by government regulations (Eurydice, 2013). Therefore, in countries  

where there are few or no policy documents on the role and functioning of department heads, such as 

Flanders, policy documents on the role and functioning of department heads have to be developed. In 

this context, we support initiatives such as the teacher career debate in Flanders . This debate could help 

to recognise the central role of department heads and clarify the functioning of department heads. This 

dissertation can inspire a new vision in policy documents about the role and functioning of department 

heads. Furthermore, it can inform a department heads’ job description in schools. In this way, a more 

differentiated and flexible career path for teachers can be created. Specifically, policy documents should 

recognise the importance of group-oriented departmental leadership. This is a leadership style aimed at 

stimulating cohesion, a collegial atmosphere, and collaboration in the department (Vanblaere & Devos, 

2018). More specifically, department heads should believe in the potential of collegial interactions and 

systematically encourage their colleagues to participate in collaborative activities aimed at improving 

teaching and learning. To this end, it may be important that department heads support group dynamics, 

contribute to an atmosphere of trust among colleagues, and take responsibility for organising meetings. 
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Further, department heads should be given adequate support and resources to acquire the specific 

interpersonal skills needed to apply this type of facilitative leadership style, especially because they act 

as teacher leaders without formal authority over their colleagues. In turn, principals can encourage this  

leadership style by including it in a department heads’ job description. When department heads have a 

job description, all parties know what is expected of them. Specific training for department heads can 

facilitate their ability to support a successful departmental PLC. 

5.3. Practical implications 

Finally, this dissertation also yields some important practical implications. First, based on the qualitative 

data, it appears that formal structures and incentives for collaboration are important for departmental 

PLCs, in addition to spontaneous interactions with the entire department. Therefore, we recommend 

schools and departments to leave some of the collaboration to individual teacher initiatives and 

formalise other parts of the collaboration (by introducing a structured collaboration pattern, for example, 

by requiring three department meetings per school year). This can ensure that there is a minimum of 

collaboration and that the involvement and commitment of all teachers is guaranteed. In both cases, the 

necessary time and space must be provided for collaboration. Furthermore, it is important to be aware 

of the content of dialogues that teachers have with each other . Our research results suggest that this is 

the most common PLC characteristic in departmental PLCs. True reflective dialogue should be in depth, 

should transcend daily exchanges on practical matters, and should open teachers’ opinions and beliefs 

(Sjoer & Meirink, 2016). Finally, opening classrooms and sharing practices is a challenging practice in 

departmental PLCs in secondary schools. However, if teachers overcome the barriers to deprivatised 

practice, this can be of great value. Resistance can be overcome through open dialogue and by allowing 

colleagues to model deprivatised practice. Moreover, it would also add value if deprivatised practice is 

embedded in the professionalisation policy of the school, making deprivatised practice a learning activity 

(involving observing each other and giving each other feedback), and counted as a possible form of 

professionalisation for teachers in addition to, for example, following in-service training sessions. Finally, 

for a principal, it is important to find a balance between teachers’ desire to have a proper schedule with 

connecting lessons and offering lesson-free hours so that colleagues can observe each other. For 

example, it often takes a lot of organisation for schools to get teachers to observe each other’s practices 

or to teach together, because teachers then have to be replaced by colleagues in their own class. 

Second, this dissertation emphasises the importance of leadership for interpersonal PLC characteristics  

in departmental PLCs in secondary schools. This dissertation found that different leaders and leadership 

styles have different, complementary influences in stimulating interpersonal PLC characteristics.  

Principals should pay attention to their transformational leadership style and use it to support and 

encourage teacher participation and collaboration in departmental PLCs, depending on the needs of the 
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school. Furthermore, instructional leadership can become the task of the department head. Moreover, 

for departmental PLCs, the department head should focus on facilitating group processes. The above 

results have implications for the recruitment and selection of principals and department heads. Rather 

than going through a purely administrative procedure, these leaders should be carefully chosen if the 

goal is to develop departmental PLCs, considering their ability to motivate teachers, support group 

processes, and collaborate with teachers on educational matters. Likewise, leaders’ professional 

development can focus on improving these skills, prioritising these skills, and balancing these skills. In 

this, we see a role for traditional forms of professional development, such as workshops and courses, 

but also for communities of leaders where leaders exchange experiences, discuss issues, and learn from 

each other. This means that an important task is reserved for the government, teacher educators, 

pedagogical counsellors, and advisers.  

Third, both teacher autonomy and teacher collaboration are key elements in the teaching profession 

(Vangrieken, 2018). The school can protect teacher autonomy by giving teachers the opportunity to work 

autonomously and choose their own learning path. This also benefits teachers’ self-efficacy. Given that 

teachers’ self-efficacy is an important personal teacher characteristic, schools should recognise its 

importance and support teachers by giving them positive feedback in addition to sufficient autonomy 

(Runhaar et al., 2010). Schools should attempt to encourage collaboration. Both collective responsibility 

and reflective dialogue are important. In this context, schools should create a sense of collective 

responsibility among teachers by actively involving all teachers in articulating a shared vision and norms 

for the learning of all students (Bryk et al., 1999). Only then will collaborative activities among teachers 

be effective. Schools must create conditions, such as joint decision-making, that strengthen the collective 

sense of responsibility among teachers.  

Finally, since participation and collaboration in departmental PLCs is important for teachers’ professional 

development, teacher education institutes also need to be aware of the value of collaboration within 

departmental PLCs. Teacher education institutes can play a role in creating this awareness among 

student teachers (Vangrieken, 2018). By showing student teachers the potential benefits of collaboration 

in departmental PLCs, and by explaining that collective responsibility, reflective dialogue, and 

deprivatised practice are essential parts of education, student teachers can learn to appreciate this kind 

of collaboration (De Neve, 2016). In this way, student teachers learn to develop the necessary skills to 

collaborate constructively with future department colleagues. In addition, teacher training programs can 

enable student teachers to both receive and give constructive feedback to colleagues. In Flanders, 

teacher training programs are partly focused on microteaching (i.e . student teachers teach their peers 

and teacher educators). During microteaching, structural moments of meaningful feedback can be built 

in (De Neve, 2016). Thus, this may reduce student teachers ’ resistance to being observed and may have 
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positive effects for deprivatised practice. Finally, partnerships can be set up between teacher training 

institutes and departments in secondary schools. In this way, a shared responsibility can arise to coach 

student teachers in acquiring the necessary teacher competences and functioning in a departmental 

PLC. 
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English summary 

The potential of departments as professional learning 

communities (PLCs) in secondary education: 

Understanding processes and stimulating factors 

1. Introduction 

In line with the increasing demands of today’s society, more and more attention is being paid to the 

importance of teachers’ professional development. Parallel to this focus, there is an ongoing call to 

embed teachers’ professional development in schools (Cochran-Smith, 2016; van Veen et al., 2010). The 

underlying assumption is that teachers ’ professional development is not merely an individual activity,  

but also has a social character (Lieberman & Pointer Mace, 2008). Professional learning communities  

(PLCs) are presented as promising in this context in the educational research literature (Vanblaere, 2016).  

Within PLCs, teachers take collective responsibility for the learning of all students within a school, and 

learning with and from colleagues through collaboration is the norm (DuFour, 2004; Sleegers et al., 2013; 

Stoll et al., 2006). In the context of this dissertation, departmental PLCs in secondary schools are 

investigated, as secondary schools are large organisations in which multiple PLCs can be active. 

Departmental PLCs are described in the educational research literature as learning environments that 

offer teachers valuable opportunities to collaborate and learn together with colleagues (DuFour, 2004; 

Sleegers et al., 2013; Stoll et al., 2006; Verbiest, 2016).  

However, a clear international conceptualisation and operationalisation of the PLC concept is lacking 

(Vanblaere, 2016; Vangrieken et al., 2015). Furthermore, to date, PLCs are often studied as one variable 

(Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008), leading to a lack of research into the development, improvement and 

influence of essential PLC characteristics (Vescio et al., 2008; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). This dissertation 

responds to this by opting for a clear and transparent operationalisation, based on the framework of 

Sleegers et al. (2013). They identify different clusters of PLC characteristics and name three essential 

interpersonal PLC characteristics as the common denominator in a multitude of definitions . 

Consequently, this dissertation also focuses on these three interpersonal PLC characteristics: (1) 

collective responsibility, (2) reflective dialogue, and (3) deprivatised practice. Moreover, there is a lack of 

research into the interrelationship between these interpersonal PLC characteristics. In this regard, 

previous theoretical work conceptually distinguished between mental and behavioural interpersonal PLC 

characteristics (Bryk et al., 1999; Stoll et al., 2006). The assumption here is that mental interpersonal PLC 
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characteristics drive the behavioural interpersonal PLC characteristics (Bryk et al., 1999; Verbiest, 2016).  

Mental PLC characteristics refer to the necessary conditions to support teacher collaboration in PLCs, 

such as collective responsibility (Stoll et al., 2006). Behavioural PLC characteristics are the collaborative 

activities that take place between teachers in PLCs, such as reflective dialogue and deprivatised practice 

(Stoll et al., 2006). Within this dissertation, the relationship between collective responsibility, and 

reflective dialogue and deprivatised practice is further deepened. In addition, this dissertation goes a 

step further and investigates whether collective responsibility is a potential mediator in the relationship 

between possible stimulating factors for departmental PLCs and the behavioural interpersonal PLC 

characteristics. 

Furthermore, many questions remain unanswered in the educational research literature about the ways  

in which departmental PLCs can be developed; and the contribution of departmental PLCs to teachers’ 

professional development (Verbiest, 2008; Vescio et al., 2008). In this regard, this dissertation empirically 

examines the relationship between various contextual factors (i.e. principal leadership, departmental 

leadership, teacher autonomy), personal teacher characteristics (i.e. self-efficacy, general educational 

beliefs and subject-specific beliefs), and interpersonal PLC characteristics (i.e. collective responsibility,  

reflective dialogue, and deprivatised practice). What is more, the relationship between departmental 

PLCs and teachers’ professional development is also investigated. 

The complete theoretical framework is described in the general introduction (see Chapter 1). 

2. Research objectives, -questions, and -method 

The overall aim of this dissertation is to gain insight into (1) teachers’ perceptions of interpersonal PLC 

characteristics in their departmental PLC, (2) how departmental PLCs can develop and/or improve 

through contextual factors and personal teacher characteristics, and (3) the role of departmental PLCs 

for teachers’ professional development. 

This general aim is divided into three research objectives and associated research questions. These 

research objectives guide the different empirical studies of this dissertation: 

RO1: Analysing and describing teachers ’ perceptions of interpersonal PLC characteristics in 

departmental PLCs in secondary schools.  

This research objective is divided into the following research questions: 

a. How can teachers’ perceptions of interpersonal PLC characteristics (i.e. collective 

responsibility, reflective dialogue, and deprivatised practice) in departmental PLCs in 

secondary schools be described? 
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b. What is the relationship between collective responsibility as a mental interpersonal PLC 

characteristic and reflective dialogue and deprivatised practice as behavioural 

interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs in secondary schools? 

RO2: Identifying contextual factors and personal teacher characteristics that stimulate 

departmental PLCs in secondary schools. 

This research objective is divided into the following research questions:  

a. What is the relationship between principal leadership and interpersonal PLC 

characteristics in departmental PLCs in secondary schools? 

b. What is the relationship between departmental leadership and interpersonal PLC 

characteristics in departmental PLCs in secondary schools? 

c. What is the relationship between teacher autonomy and interpersonal PLC 

characteristics in departmental PLCs in secondary schools? 

d. What is the relationship between teachers ’ self-efficacy and interpersonal PLC 

characteristics in departmental PLCs in secondary schools? 

e. What is the relationship between teachers ’ educational beliefs (i.e. general beliefs about 

teaching and learning and subject-specific beliefs) and interpersonal PLC characteristics  

in departmental PLCs in secondary schools? 

To answer this last research question, a new measurement instrument is being developed that 

makes it possible to measure teachers ’ subject-specific beliefs. 

f. How can teachers’ subject-specific beliefs be measured in a valid and reliable way? 

RO3: Exploring the relationship between departmental PLCs in secondary schools and teachers ’ 

professional development. 

This research objective is expressed as following research question: 

a. How are differences in departmental PLCs related to teachers ’ professional 

development? 

In order to realise these research objectives, different research methods and data sources are used in 

this dissertation. Both qualitative and quantitative research methods are used. More specifically, this  

dissertation presents a qualitative study (Chapter 2), two quantitative studies (Chapters 3 and 5), and a 

study consisting of a combination of both a qualitative and a quantitative data collection (Chapter 4). 

Furthermore, data is used from interviews with principals, department heads and teachers, focus groups 

with pedagogical counsellors, teacher educators and teachers, and surveys from teachers.  
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The first research objective is tackled in Chapters 2, 3, and 5. Chapter 2 presents the results of a 

qualitative study on teachers ’ perceptions of interpersonal PLC characteristics in their department. 

Interview data were collected from four principals, four department heads and 13 teachers from four 

mathematics, French and General Studies1 departments in four Flemish (Belgian) secondary schools. 

Specifically, two high and two low PLC departments were compared based on teachers’ perception of 

the strength of interpersonal PLC characteristics in their department. Chapters 3 and 5 provide insight 

into these perceptions from a quantitative perspective. Chapter 3 presents the results of an online survey 

among 324 teachers from 80 mathematics, French and General Studies departments in 33 Flemish 

secondary schools. Chapter 5 concerns an online survey among 197 teachers from 30 French 

departments in 26 Flemish secondary schools. 

The second research objective is also tackled in Chapters 2, 3, and 5. Chapters 2 and 3 describe the 

relationship between principal leadership and interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs. 

Chapters 2 and 5 focus on the relationship between departmental leadership and interpersonal PLC 

characteristics in departmental PLCs. Chapter 3 also describes the relationship between teacher  

autonomy and interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs. Moreover, Chapters 3 and 5 

elaborate on the relationship between personal teacher characteristics and interpersonal PLC 

characteristics in departmental PLCs. Chapter 3 focuses on teachers’ self-efficacy, whereas Chapter 5 

focuses on teachers’ educational beliefs. In order to answer this last research question regarding the 

relationship between teachers ’ educational beliefs and interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental 

PLCs, a new measurement instrument has been developed to measure teachers’ subject-specific beliefs. 

The development of this instrument is reported in Chapter 4. This chapter combines the results of 

qualitative focus group discussions with six French pedagogical counsellors, five French teacher  

educators and four French teachers with a quantitative online survey among 302 French teachers.  

The third research objective is discussed in Chapter 2. This chapter concerns a qualitative study of the 

relationship between interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs and teachers’ professional 

development in two high and two low PLC departments. 

                                                                 

1 General Studies (Project Algemene Vakken=PAV) is a transdisciplinary subject taught in Flemish vocational secondary education 

that uses an integrated approach to learning contents, such as mother tongue/linguistics, mathematics, communication and 

organisational skills, and social studies. 
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3. Overview of the main results 

3.1. Teachers’ perceptions of interpersonal PLC characteristics in departmental PLCs (RO1) 

Despite the popularity of PLCs, there is little empirical evidence for studying various interpersonal PLC 

characteristics (Vanblaere, 2016; Vescio et al., 2008; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008).  In line with Wahlstrom 

and Louis (2008), this dissertation focuses on three essential interpersonal PLC characteristics: (1) 

collective responsibility, (2) reflective dialogue, and (3) deprivatised practice (operationalised with 

Wahlstrom and Louis’s (2008) ‘Teachers’ Professional Community Index’).  

The descriptive analyses in Chapters 2, 3, and 5 show that mathematics, French and General Studies  

teachers in departmental PLCs experience a high degree of collective responsibility in their department 

and regularly engage in reflective dialogue with their department colleagues. In contrast, the mean score 

for deprivatised practice is very low. This shows that it is not common for teachers to open their 

classroom doors to each other. This score suggests that the teachers who participated in the studies 

reported in this dissertation generally rarely or never engage in deprivatised practice. Because of these 

results, this scale has not been used in the further analyses of this dissertation. 

These results reflect findings from previous studies (e.g., Lomos et al., 2011; Meirink et al., 2010; 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2014; Vanblaere & Devos, 2018).  

These studies reported that secondary school teachers rarely observe each other ’s teaching practice or 

give each other feedback. Furthermore, these studies showed that deprivatised practice is the most 

difficult characteristic to develop for secondary schools. Partly due to practical constraints (e.g. lack of 

time, no suitable schedule to observe a colleague), teachers do not observe each other ’s teaching 

practice. However, they compensate for this by talking about their classroom experiences or other  

educational matters (Zwart et al., 2009). 

The results of Chapter 2 show that teachers in high PLC departments feel collectively responsible for the 

well-being and learning of all students in the department. These teachers conduct ongoing and in-depth 

dialogue on educational, teaching, and learning matters (e.g. evaluation) with all department colleagues. 

They also jointly develop learning content and teaching materials. In contrast, teachers in low PLC 

departments feel responsible for the well-being and learning of their own students. Dialogue takes place 

at certain times during the school year or during mandatory department meetings and is often limited 

to practical matters. Furthermore, these teachers usually work in isolation or together with a limited 

number of department colleagues. Deprivatised practice is hardly used in both high and low PLC 

departments. 
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In Chapters 3 and 5, path analyses provide insight into the relationship between collective responsibility 

and reflective dialogue. These path analyses are based on the following assumptions: (1) interpersonal 

PLC characteristics are intertwined (Sleegers et al., 2013), and (2) mental interpersonal PLC characteristics  

drive behavioural interpersonal PLC characteristics (Bryk et al., 1999; Verbiest, 2016). Chapter 3 shows 

that collective responsibility is positively related to reflective dialogue. Chapter 5, in turn, shows that 

collective responsibility acts as a mediator in the relationship between group-oriented departmental 

leadership and reflective dialogue. These results suggest that if teachers engage with the teaching 

practice and the resulting learning outcomes for students from each teacher in the department, it 

provides a strong incentive to be meaningfully involved in the entire department (DuFour, 2004; 

Hargreaves, 2007; Stoll et al., 2006; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). 

3.2. Contextual factors, personal teacher characteristics and departmental PLCs (RO2) 

3.2.1. Principal leadership 

Chapter 2 shows that principals of high PLC departments have a transformational leadership style and 

offer their teachers more support for collaboration and learning together. The principal acts as a role 

model for collaboration and for learning together in departments. These results support the assumption 

that transformational principals can create a collaborative culture and a learning organisation (Bryk et 

al., 1999; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000). Furthermore, principals of these departments are more positive, 

support and promote their teachers ’ professional development and pay sufficient attention to feedback. 

Chapter 3 shows a positive direct relationship between transformational principal leadership and 

collective responsibility. This provides evidence for the idea that principals who focus on motivating their  

teachers and increasing their capacities (Leithwood, 1992, Vanblaere, 2016), manage to achieve this goal 

because teachers feel more collectively responsible for working to improve the learning processes of all 

students (Hargreaves, 2007). Furthermore, this dissertation does not provide evidence for a significant 

direct relationship between transformational principal leadership and reflective dialogue. Collective 

responsibility fully mediates this relationship. This result is in line with Vanblaere and Devos (2016), which 

shows that principals can play an indirect role in supporting teacher collaboration in addition to a direct 

role. In other words, the higher teachers score the transformational leadership of their principal, the 

more collective responsibility they experience in their department and the more consensus there is 

among teachers about the frequency and content of reflective dialogue (Vanblaere & Devos, 2016).  

3.2.2. Departmental leadership 

Although there is general consensus in the educational research literature on the importance of principal 

leadership for PLCs (Stoll et al., 2006; Vanblaere, 2016), the role of departmental leadership for 

departmental PLCs remains largely unexplored in educational research (Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). 
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Chapter 2 shows that encouraging teachers to participate and collaborate in their department and 

supporting their professional development are two important leadership roles. These roles align with 

the two central departmental leadership styles of this dissertation: group-oriented and development-

oriented departmental leadership (Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). More specifically, the results show that 

department heads of high PLC departments are perceived by teachers as supporters and motivators for 

teacher participation and collaboration in their departmental PLC. They encourage teachers to discuss 

the content and didactics of their subject. In this way they give shape to group-oriented departmental 

leadership. This finding confirms the central role of the department head in encouraging and defining a 

collaborative culture in departments (Busher & Harris, 1999; Ghamrawi, 2010). The importance of 

development-oriented departmental leadership is also underlined. Department heads of high PLC 

departments monitor their department’s teachers’ professional development. Previous research has 

suggested that teachers whose department head monitors the development and practices of their  

teachers and students are more likely to engage in reflective dialogue than their colleagues who believe 

their department head lacks such focus (Geijsel et al., 2009; Minckler, 2014; Vanblaere & Devos, 2018).  

Moreover, this result confirms Shiu and Chrispeels’s (2003) and Weller’s (2001) findings that department 

heads are responsible and accountable for monitoring teachers ’ professional development in their 

department. However, the importance of development-oriented departmental leadership is not 

confirmed by the quantitative results of Chapter 5. Finally, department heads of high PLC departments  

are considered subject matter experts. This result confirms that it is an important task for department 

heads to bring in subject matter expertise (Binkhorst et al., 2017; Lochmiller, 2016; Schelfhout et al., 

2015). It can therefore be assumed that department heads are able to exercise instructional leadership 

and to provide their department colleagues with subject-specific feedback. Indeed, previous findings  

suggested that adopting instructional leadership is a challenge for secondary school principals (Tuytens, 

2012), as it requires subject matter expertise in the teachers ’ subject and principals are often trained in 

only a few subjects (Lochmiller, 2016; Stein & Nelson, 2003). Chapter 2 thus recognises the potential of 

distributed leadership. The above findings are consistent with previous studies (Darling-Hammond & 

Richardson, 2009, Ghamrawi, 2010; Stoll et al., 2006), which found that leadership at all leve ls is important 

for PLCs and teachers’ professional development. 

Chapter 5 provides evidence for the assumption that group-oriented departmental leadership increases 

both collective responsibility in their department and the frequency of teacher participation in reflective 

dialogue with department colleagues. Furthermore, a positive indirect relationship between group-

oriented departmental leadership and reflective dialogue via collective responsibility has been 

established. These findings confirm that department heads who are seen as proponents of collaboration 

– and who create an atmosphere that encourages collaboration – can build collaborative departmental 
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cultures (Brown et al., 2000; Busher & Harris, 1999; Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). In contras t, development-

oriented departmental leadership is not a significant predictor of interpersonal PLC characteristics. This 

is in line with the idea that department heads are reluctant to monitor the development and/or 

performance of teachers within their department. Contrary to these results, however, some researchers 

imply that teachers whose department head monitors the development and practices of teachers and 

students are more likely to engage in reflective dialogue than their colleagues who believe their  

department head lacks such focus (Geijsel et al., 2009; Minckler, 2014). Additionally, in contrast to the 

results in Chapter 5, previous research (Vanblaere & Devos, 2018) did report a significant relationship 

between development-oriented departmental leadership and reflective dialogue. However, group-

oriented departmental leadership is dominant over other leadership practices. In this regard, Peacock’s 

(2013) review study showed that stimulating teacher collaboration and a collegial environment in the 

department is the most cited effective leadership style by department heads, as well as the most 

successful way to engage in instructional departmental leadership. 

3.2.3. Teacher autonomy and teachers’ self-efficacy 

In this dissertation, a central role has been assigned to teacher participation and collaboration in 

departmental PLCs. In addition to the role leadership can play in this, teachers ’ sense of autonomy is 

also important. Since teachers generally value their autonomy (Clement & Vandenberghe 2000; 

Vangrieken, 2018), it is important to take this autonomy into account (e.g. Canrinus et al., 2011; Skaalvik 

& Skaalvik, 2009). Furthermore, previous studies (Geijsel et al., 2009; Xanthopoulou et al., 2007) indicated 

that it is necessary to investigate how contextual factors (such as teacher autonomy) and teachers ’ self-

efficacy are related to teacher behaviour, here made concrete in teacher participation and collaboration 

in departmental PLCs. 

In this regard, Chapter 3 provides no evidence for significant direct relationships between teacher  

autonomy and interpersonal PLC characteristics. Chapter 3 does report positive direct relationships  

between teachers’ self-efficacy and both collective responsibility and reflective dialogue. Moreover, the 

relationship between teacher autonomy and interpersonal PLC characteristics in fully mediated by 

teachers’ self-efficacy. In other words, this study shows that more autonomous teachers experience a 

higher degree of self-efficacy. In turn, teachers with a high degree of self-efficacy report more collective 

responsibility in their department and engage in more reflective dialogue with their department 

colleagues. As a result, they are more open to taking mutual responsibility and engaging in collaboration 

(Kennedy & Smith, 2013). This is in line with previous research (Chan et al., 2008; Geijsel et al., 2009; 

Xanthopoulou et al., 2007), showing that certain contextual factors directly influence teacher behaviour, 

whereas other contextual factors influence teacher behaviour only indirectly, and that teachers ’ self-

efficacy can act as a mediator in this relationship. Additionally, this study shows that both participation 
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and collaboration in departmental PLCs and autonomy are important working conditions for teachers. 

Principals should thus encourage both (Clement & Vandenberghe, 2000) by creating the conditions  

whereby teachers can receive collegial support in departmental PLCs and by facilitating the conditions  

for the autonomous functioning of teachers. These findings reflect previous findings (Clement & 

Vandenberghe, 2000; Vangrieken, 2018) that both collegial support and teacher autonomy are 

important. Many studies endorse the need to develop departmental PLCs within secondary schools, but 

it is undesirable and counterproductive to create an environment characterised by a fully collaborative 

culture without a teacher being able to function autonomously (De Neve, 2016). 

3.2.4. Teachers’ educational beliefs 

Existing research into what factors influence teacher participation and collaboration in PLCs has paid 

little attention to the effects of teachers ’ educational beliefs (de Vries et al., 2014). However, teachers ’ 

educational beliefs or how teachers think about ‘good’ education have a strong influence on how 

teachers deal with change and innovations (Hermans, 2009; OECD, 2009). Furthermore, teachers’ 

educational beliefs influence their behaviour, in this case teacher participation and collaboration in 

departmental PLCs (Hermans, 2009; OECD, 2009, 2014; Pajares, 1992). Many researchers (e.g. Belo et al., 

2014; van Driel et al., 2007; van Manen, 2008) therefore point to the need to map teachers’ educational 

beliefs. This dissertation attempts to close this research gap by considering teachers ’ educational beliefs 

as personal teacher characteristics that can influence teacher  participation and collaboration in 

departmental PLCs.  

In order to answer the research question regarding the relationship between teachers ’ educational 

beliefs and interpersonal PLC characteristics, a new measurement instrument has been developed for 

measuring teachers’ subject-specific beliefs. Three questions are addressed in Chapter 4: (1) How can 

teachers’ educational beliefs (i.e. their general beliefs about teaching and learning and their subject-

specific beliefs about French language teaching) be measured in a valid and reliable way? (2) What 

relationships can be found between teachers’ general beliefs about teaching and learning and their  

subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching? (3) Which subgroups of teachers are 

characterised by specific combinations of general beliefs about teaching and learning and subject- 

specific beliefs about French language teaching? 

First, the results of factor and reliability analyses lead to the identification of a three-factor structure with 

a good fit and high reliability to measure teachers ’ general beliefs about teaching and learning: beliefs 

about (1) student regulation of learning processes and knowledge construction, (2) teacher regulation 

of learning processes, and (3) knowledge reproduction. The three-factor model indicates that teachers 

agree more with the belief that students actively construct knowledge than with the belief that students  

passively reproduce knowledge. Furthermore, teachers agree that students control, monitor, and 
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regulate their own learning processes and that teachers continue to control, regulate and evaluate 

students’ learning processes. This shows that teachers have both constructivist and traditional beliefs, 

corroborating several scholars (e.g. Belo et al., 2014; Bunting, 1985; Denessen, 1999; Kerlinger & Kaya, 

1959) who have long argued that an independent two-dimensional structure best represents educational 

beliefs. Thus, people may hold opposing educational beliefs and often combine elements of both 

constructivist and traditional beliefs (Denessen, 1999). Teachers think about ‘good’ education, given 

particular student characteristics, learning goals, and learning content. Depending on these 

circumstances, teacher- or student-regulated instructional strategies are preferred (Belo et al., 2014). 

Additionally, the factor and reliability analyses lead to the identification of a two-factor structure with a 

reasonable-to-good fit and high reliability to measure teachers ’ subject-specific beliefs about French 

language teaching: (1) traditional subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching and (2) 

constructivist subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching. The two-factor model indicates  

that teachers agree with the idea that they should help their students build their own knowledge of 

French. More specifically, that students are active respondents in their own professional development in 

French, for example by performing language tasks. Moreover, they disagree with the idea that French 

language teaching should focus on vocabulary and grammar; the transfer of knowledge from teacher to 

students through teaching in the front of the classroom; and knowledge reproduction through using 

drills, dictations and translations. 

Second, the results showed that teachers ’ general beliefs about teaching and learning and their subject-

specific beliefs about French language teaching are significantly correlated and constitute an interrelated 

belief system. More specifically, the results show positive correlations between the scales within the 

constructivist orientation on the one hand and the scales within the traditional orientation on the other  

hand. In contrast, the correlations between the scales of the traditional and constructivist orientation are 

negative. This means that an increase in teachers ’ constructivist educational beliefs leads to a decrease 

in their traditional educational beliefs, and vice versa. 

Third, a further exploration of the relationships between teachers’ general beliefs about teaching and 

learning and their subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching reveals the existence of two 

belief structures (1) a constructivist belief structure that combines constructivist general beliefs about 

student regulation of learning processes and knowledge construction with constructivist subject-specific 

beliefs about French language teaching, and (2) a traditional belief structure that combines traditional 

general beliefs about knowledge reproduction with traditional subject-specific beliefs about French 

language teaching. Traditional general beliefs about teacher regulation of learning processes cannot be 

attributed exclusively to any of these belief structures. Finally, in an attempt to interpret the teachers’ 
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scores in terms of these belief structures, this study also found two clusters of teachers whose 

educational beliefs are consistent with these belief structures. 

Chapter 5 reports the results of a cluster analysis aimed at identifying different groups of relatively 

homogenous teachers with distinctive scores on the belief scales (i.e. general beliefs about teaching and 

learning and subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching). A next step focuses on how these 

clusters influence the relationship between departmental leadership and interpersonal PLC 

characteristics. The cluster analysis puts two different clusters forward. Cluster 1 consists of 88 teachers, 

who score significantly higher for constructivist general beliefs about student regulation of learning 

processes and knowledge construction and constructivist subject-specific beliefs about French language 

teaching. The educational beliefs of this cluster can therefore be described as constructivist. Cluster 2 

consists of 109 teachers, who score significantly higher for traditional general beliefs about knowledge 

reproduction and traditional subject-specific beliefs about French language teaching. The educational 

beliefs of this cluster can be defined as traditional. In addition, the results show that there are no 

significant differences in the direct and indirect effects of departmental leadership on interpersonal PLC 

characteristics based on whether the teachers belonged to the cluster with a constructivist belief 

structure or that with a traditional belief structure. 

3.3. Departmental PLCs in secondary schools and teachers’ professional development (RO3) 

With regard to the third research objective, the results of Chapter 2 show that teachers in high PLC 

departments learn more with and from their colleagues compared to teachers in low PLC departments.  

Furthermore, they find dialogue, participation and collaboration in their departmental PLC more valuable 

for their professional development. They also acknowledge that colleagues can be a resource for their 

professional development. For example, department colleagues motivate each other to increase their  

expertise and participate in professional development initiatives together. Most teachers in the high PLC 

departments report multiple learning outcomes as a result of collaboration occurring in their  

departmental PLC. For example, they receive new ideas, insights and instructional strategies from their  

colleagues and apply them in their teaching practice. This leads to collective changes in their teaching 

practice (such as trying out innovations). They also report more subject-specific professional 

development, in addition to learning about general pedagogical and educational matters (e.g. learning 

disabilities), compared to teachers in low PLC department. In contrast, only a few teachers in low PLC 

departments indicate that participation and collaboration in their departmental PLC added value to their  

professional development. They specify that their learning occurs by coincidence. Teachers in low PLC 

departments find it difficult to express what they have learned from their department colleagues. Most 

teachers’ professional development in the low PLC departments is related to student discipline and 

classroom management rather than to their subject content and didactics. Finally, only a limited number  
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of teachers in the low PLC departments have experimented with new knowledge in their teaching 

practice. These findings indicate that teachers who experience more collective responsibility for their  

subject(s) are more likely to engage in in-depth dialogue with department colleagues. As a result, they 

learn more about their subject and develop their teaching practice in accordance with what they have 

learned. These results confirm previous research results on the importance of reflective dialogue about 

teaching for teachers’ professional development (Stoll et al., 2006) and teachers’ teaching practice (Parise 

& Spillane, 2010). In other words, these results confirm that participation in a departmental PLC with a 

high presence of interpersonal PLC characteristics can lead to teachers ’ professional development. 

4. Conclusion 

This dissertation is subject to some limitations, which can be addressed in future studies. A first limitation 

relates to the sample of this dissertation, which mainly consists of Flemish secondary schools and 

departments of mathematics, French and General Studies. It would therefore be interesting to extend 

this research to other schools (e.g. alternative schools and special education schools) and other countries  

(e.g. countries with a different policy context). With regard to the included variables, the empirical studies 

are limited to a number of selected variables. It would be an added value to expand this in future research 

with other stimulating factors and outcome variables (e.g. department and school development). A 

methodological limitation of this dissertation is the cross-sectional nature of the quantitative data, which 

precludes definitive conclusions about causality. Longitudinal and intervention studies can therefore be 

set up in future research. Triangulation can be applied here by using different data sources such as 

teachers, department heads and principals; as by collecting data through observations, interviews and 

surveys. The samples could also be extended to more departments within schools, considering a 

distribution in terms of subject, composition and presence of interpersonal PLC characteristics in the 

departments. 

The results of this dissertation also give rise to a number of implications for theory, policy and practice. 

Theoretically, this dissertation contributes by proposing a clearer conceptualisation and 

operationalisation of departmental PLCs by using a set of clear and identifiable interpersonal PLC 

characteristics: collective responsibility, reflective dialogue and deprivatised practice. Moreover, in this  

dissertation interpersonal PLC characteristics in a specific relationship to each other have been studied. 

In addition, the results of this dissertation show that significant stimulating factors differ according to 

the PLC characteristic. This focused approach provides more conceptual clarity, but also allows to draw 

nuanced conclusions and provides a better understanding of the nature and development and 

improvement of departmental PLCs. Furthermore, the results show that departmental PLCs with a high 

presence of collective responsibility and reflective dialogue can realise/support teachers’ professional 

development. At the policy level, it is recommended to make this recognition even more explicit, despite 
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the steps already taken in this direction by making a mention of PLCs in the professional profile of 

secondary school teachers. In line with this, it makes sense for schools and departments to partly 

formalise collaboration between teachers, but also not to lose sight of the importance of individual 

collaborative initiatives by teachers. Moreover, this dissertation shows that leadership factors play an 

important role for departmental PLCs, especially transformational principal leadership and group-

oriented departmental leadership. This has implications for the selection and support of principals and 

department heads. In addition, teacher autonomy as well as participation and collaboration in 

departmental PLCs appear to be key elements in the teaching profession (Vangrieken, 2018). It is 

essential that schools protect teacher autonomy but at the same time encourage teachers to collaborate 

with their colleagues. Finally, it is recommended to set up partnerships between teacher training 

institutes and schools/departments. To prepare teachers for the future, they need to be aware of the 

value of collaboration within schools and departmental PLCs from the start of teacher education. Teacher 

training institutes can play a role in creating this awareness (Vangrieken, 2018). 
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Het potentieel van vakgroepen als professionele 

leergemeenschappen (PLG’s) in het secundair onderwijs: 

Inzicht in processen en stimulerende factoren 

1. Inleiding 

In lijn met de stijgende eisen van de huidige samenleving, wordt meer en meer aandacht gevestigd op 

het belang van professionele ontwikkeling van leraren. Parallel met deze aandacht is er een 

voortdurende oproep om professionele ontwikkeling van leraren in de school te verankeren (Cochran-

Smith, 2016; van Veen et al., 2010). De onderliggende assumptie is dat professionele ontwikkeling van 

leraren geen louter individuele activiteit betreft, maar ook een sociaal karakter heeft (Lieberman & 

Pointer Mace, 2008). Professionele leergemeenschappen (PLG’s) worden in deze context in de 

onderwijsonderzoeksliteratuur naar voren geschoven als veelbelovend (Vanblaere, 2016). Binnen PLG’s  

nemen leraren de gezamenlijke verantwoordelijkheid voor het leren van alle leerlingen binnen een 

school, en is leren met en van collega’s door samenwerking de norm (DuFour, 2004; Sleegers et al., 2013; 

Stoll et al., 2006). In de context van dit proefschrift worden vakgroepen als PLG’s in secundaire scholen 

onderzocht, aangezien secundaire scholen grote organisaties zijn waarin meerdere PLG ’s actief kunnen 

zijn. Vakgroepen als PLG’s worden in de onderwijsonderzoeksliteratuur omschreven als leeromgevingen 

die leraren waardevolle mogelijkheden bieden om samen te werken en samen te leren met collega’s 

(DuFour, 2004; Sleegers et al., 2013; Stoll et al., 2006; Verbiest, 2016).  

Een duidelijke internationale conceptualisering en operationalisering van het PLG-concept ontbreekt 

echter (Vanblaere, 2016; Vangrieken et al., 2015). Bovendien worden PLG’s tot op heden vaak onderzocht 

als één variabele (Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008), wat ervoor zorgt dat er een gebrek is aan onderzoek naar 

de ontwikkeling, verbetering en invloed van essentiële PLG-kenmerken (Vescio et al., 2008; Wahlstrom 

& Louis, 2008). In dit proefschrift wordt hierop ingespeeld door te kiezen voor een duidelijke en heldere 

operationalisering, op basis van het raamwerk van Sleegers et al. (2013). Zij identificeren verschillende 

clusters van PLG-kenmerken en benoemen drie essentiële interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken als de 

gemene deler in een veelheid aan definities. In dit proefschrift wordt bijgevolg ook op deze drie 

interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken gefocust: (1) gezamenlijke verantwoordelijkheid, (2) reflectieve 

dialoog en (3) praktijkdeprivatisering. Daarnaast is er een gebrek aan onderzoek naar de onderlinge 

relatie tussen deze interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken. In dit opzicht maakte eerder theoretisch werk een 
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conceptueel onderscheid tussen mentale en gedragsmatige interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken (Bryk et 

al., 1999; Stoll et al., 2006). Hierbij is de assumptie dat mentale interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken 

gedragsmatige interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken aansturen (Bryk et al., 1999; Verbiest, 2016). Mentale 

PLG-kenmerken verwijzen naar de noodzakelijke voorwaarden om de samenwerking tussen leraren in 

PLG’s te ondersteunen, zoals gezamenlijke verantwoordelijkheid (Stoll et al., 2006). Gedragsmatige PLG-

kenmerken zijn de samenwerkingsactiviteiten die plaatsvinden tussen leraren in PLG ’s, zoals reflectieve 

dialoog en praktijkdeprivatisering (Stoll et al., 2006). Binnen dit proefschrift wordt de relatie tussen 

gezamenlijke verantwoordelijkheid, en reflectieve dialoog en praktijkdeprivatisering verder verdiept. 

Daarnaast gaat dit proefschrift nog een stap verder en wordt gezamenlijke verantwoordelijkheid als een 

potentiële mediator in de relatie tussen mogelijke stimulerende factoren voor vakgroepen als PLG’s en 

gedragsmatige interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken onderzocht. 

Verder blijven nog heel wat vragen onbeantwoord in de onderwijsonderzoeksliteratuur omtrent de 

manieren waarop vakgroepen als PLG’s kunnen worden ontwikkeld; en de bijdrage van vakgroepen als 

PLG’s aan professionele ontwikkeling van leraren (Verbiest, 2008; Vescio et al., 2008). In dit verband heeft 

dit proefschrift empirisch de relatie onderzocht tussen verschillende contextuele factoren (i.e. 

schoolleiderschap, vakgroepleiderschap, leraarautonomie), persoonlijke leraarkenmerken (i.e. self-

efficacy, algemene onderwijsopvattingen, vakspecifieke opvattingen) en interpersoonlijke PLG-

kenmerken (i.e. gezamenlijke verantwoordelijkheid, reflectieve dialoog en praktijkdeprivatisering) .  

Bovendien wordt ook de relatie tussen vakgroepen als PLG’s en professionele ontwikkeling van leraren 

onderzocht. 

Het volledige theoretische raamwerk staat beschreven in de algemene inleiding (zie Hoofdstuk 1). 

2. Onderzoeksdoelen, -vragen, en -methode 

Het algemene doel van dit proefschrift is om inzicht te krijgen in (1) de percepties van leraren over 

interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken in hun vakgroep als PLG, (2) hoe vakgroepen als PLG’s kunnen 

ontwikkelen en/of verbeteren door contextuele factoren en persoonlijke leraarkenmerken, en (3) de rol 

van vakgroepen als PLG’s voor professionele ontwikkeling van leraren.  

Dit algemeen doel wordt opgesplitst in drie onderzoeksdoelen en bijhorende onderzoeksvragen. Deze 

onderzoeksdoelen leiden de verschillende empirische studies van dit proefschrift: 

Onderzoeksdoel 1 (OD1): De percepties van leraren analyseren en beschrijven ten aanzien van 

interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken in vakgroepen als PLG’s in secundaire scholen. 

Dit onderzoeksdoel is onderverdeeld in de volgende onderzoeksvragen:  
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a. Hoe kunnen de percepties van leraren ten aanzien van interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken 

(gezamenlijke verantwoordelijkheid, reflectieve dialoog en praktijkdeprivatisering) in 

vakgroepen als PLG’s worden beschreven? 

b. Wat is de relatie tussen gezamenlijke verantwoordelijkheid als mentaal interpersoonlijk 

PLG-kenmerk en reflectieve dialoog en praktijkdeprivatisering als gedragsmatige 

interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken in vakgroepen als PLG’s? 

Onderzoeksdoel 2 (OD2): De contextuele factoren en persoonlijke leraarkenmerken 

identificeren die vakgroepen als PLG’s in secundaire scholen stimuleren. 

Dit onderzoeksdoel is onderverdeeld in de volgende onderzoeksvragen:  

a. Wat is de relatie tussen schoolleiderschap en interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken in 

vakgroepen als PLG’s? 

b. Wat is de relatie tussen vakgroepleiderschap en interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken in 

vakgroepen als PLG’s? 

c. Wat is de relatie tussen leraarautonomie en interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken in 

vakgroepen als PLG’s? 

d. Wat is de relatie tussen self-efficacy en interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken in vakgroepen 

als PLG’s? 

e. Wat is de relatie tussen onderwijsopvattingen (algemene onderwijsopvattingen en 

vakspecifieke opvattingen) en interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken in vakgroepen als PLG’s  

Om deze laatste onderzoeksvraag te beantwoorden, wordt een nieuw meetinstrument 

ontwikkeld die het meten van vakspecifieke opvattingen van leraren mogelijk maakt. 

f. Hoe kunnen vakspecifieke opvattingen van leraren op een valide en betrouwbare 

manier gemeten worden? 

Onderzoeksdoel 3 (OD3): De relatie onderzoeken tussen vakgroepen als PLG’s in secundaire 

scholen en professionele ontwikkeling van leraren.  

Dit onderzoeksdoel wordt uitgedrukt als de volgende onderzoeksvraag:  

a. Hoe zijn verschillen in vakgroepen als PLG’s gerelateerd aan professionele ontwikkeling 

van leraren? 

Om deze onderzoeksdoelen te realiseren, worden in dit proefschrift verschillende onderzoeksmethoden 

en databronnen gebruikt. Er worden zowel kwalitatieve als kwantitatieve onderzoeksmethoden gebruikt.  
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Meer specifiek worden in dit proefschrift een kwalitatieve studie (Hoofdstuk 2), twee kwantitatieve 

studies (Hoofdstukken 3 en 5), en een studie bestaande uit een combinatie van zowel een kwalitatieve 

als kwantitatieve dataverzameling (Hoofdstuk 4) gepresenteerd. Daarnaast worden gegevens gebruikt 

uit interviews met schoolleiders, vakgroepvoorzitters en leraren, focusgroepen met pedagogisch 

begeleiders, lerarenopleiders en leraren, en vragenlijsten van leraren.  

Het eerste onderzoeksdoel wordt besproken in Hoofdstukken 2, 3, en 5. Hoofdstuk 2 presenteert de 

resultaten van een kwalitatieve studie naar de percepties van leraren omtrent interpersoonlijke PLG-

kenmerken in hun vakgroep. Interviewdata werden verzameld bij vier schoolleiders, vier 

vakgroepvoorzitters en 13 leraren uit vier vakgroepen wiskunde, Frans en Project Algemene Vakken 

(PAV)1 in vier Vlaamse (Belgische) secundaire scholen. Concreet werden twee hoge en twee lage PLG-

vakgroepen met elkaar vergeleken op basis van de percepties van leraren over de sterkte van PLG-

kenmerken in hun vakgroep als PLG. Hoofdstukken 3 en 5 bieden inzicht in deze percepties vanuit een 

kwantitatief perspectief. Hoofdstuk 3 presenteert de resultaten van een vragenlijstonderzoek bij 324 

leraren uit 80 vakgroepen wiskunde, Frans en PAV in 33 Vlaamse secundaire scholen. Hoofdstuk 5 betreft 

een vragenlijstonderzoek bij 197 leraren uit 30 vakgroepen Frans in 26 Vlaamse secundaire scholen. 

Het tweede onderzoeksdoel wordt ook geduid in de Hoofdstukken 2, 3, en 5. Hoofdstukken 2 en 3 

beschrijven de relatie tussen schoolleiderschap en interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken in vakgroepen als 

PLG’s. Hoofdstukken 2 en 5 zijn gericht op de relatie tussen vakgroepleiderschap en interpersoonlijke 

PLG-kenmerken in vakgroepen als PLG’s. Hoofdstuk 3 omschrijft bovendien ook de relatie tussen 

leraarautonomie en interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken in vakgroepen als PLG’s. Ook gaan Hoofdstukken 

3 en 5 dieper in op de relatie tussen persoonlijke leraarkenmerken en interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken 

in vakgroepen als PLG’s. Hoofdstuk 3 focust op de self-efficacy van leraren, terwijl Hoofdstuk 5 focust 

op de onderwijsopvattingen van leraren. Om de laatste onderzoeksvraag met betrekking tot de relatie 

tussen onderwijsopvattingen van leraren en interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken in vakgroepen als PLG’s  

te beantwoorden, is een nieuw meetinstrument ontwikkeld om de vakspecifieke opvattingen van leraren 

te meten. Over de ontwikkeling van dit instrument wordt gerapporteerd in Hoofdstuk 4. Dit hoofdstuk 

combineert hiertoe de resultaten van kwalitatieve focusgroepdiscussies met zes pedagogische 

begeleiders, vijf lerarenopleiders en vier leraren Frans met een kwantitatief vragenlijstonderzoek bij 302 

leraren Frans. 

                                                                 

1 Project Algemene Vakken (PAV) is een transdisciplinair vak dat wordt onderwezen in het Vlaams beroepssecundair onderwijs en 

dat gebruikt maakt van een geïntegreerde benadering van leerinhouden, zoals taal, wiskunde, communicatieve en 

organisatorische vaardigheden, en maatschappijleer.  
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Het derde onderzoeksdoel is behandeld in Hoofdstuk 2. Dit hoofdstuk betreft een kwalitatieve studie 

naar de relatie tussen interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken in vakgroepen als PLG’s en professionele 

ontwikkeling van leraren in twee hoge en twee lage PLG-vakgroepen. 

3. Overzicht van de belangrijkste resultaten 

3.1. Percepties van leraren ten aanzien van interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken in vakgroepen 

als PLG’s (OD1) 

Ondanks de populariteit van PLG’s is er weinig empirische evidentie voor het bestuderen van 

interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken (Vanblaere, 2016; Vescio et al., 2008; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). In lijn 

met Wahlstrom en Louis (2008) focust dit proefschrift op drie essentiële interpersoonlijke PLG-

kenmerken: (1) gezamenlijke verantwoordelijkheid, (2) reflectieve dialoog, en (3) prakti jkdeprivatisering 

(geoperationaliseerd met de ‘Teachers’ Professional Community Index’ van Wahlstrom en Louis, 2008). 

De beschrijvende analyses in Hoofdstukken 2, 3, en 5 tonen aan dat leraren wiskunde, Frans en PAV in 

vakgroepen als PLG’s een hoge mate van gezamenlijke verantwoordelijkheid ervaren in hun vakgroep 

en regelmatig in reflectieve dialoog gaan met hun vakgroepcollega’s. Daarentegen is de gemiddelde 

score voor praktijkdeprivatisering erg laag. Hieruit blijkt dat het niet gebruikelijk is voor leraren om hun 

klasdeuren voor elkaar open te stellen. Deze score suggereert dat de leraren die deelnamen aan de 

studies gerapporteerd in dit proefschrift zich over het algemeen zelden tot nooit bezighouden met 

praktijkdeprivatisering. Omwille van deze resultaten, is deze schaal niet verder gebruikt in de verdere 

analyses van dit proefschrift. 

Deze resultaten zijn een weerspiegeling van bevindingen uit eerdere studies (bijv. Lomos et al., 2011; 

Meirink et al., 2010; Organisatie voor Economische Samenwerking en Ontwikkeling [OESO], 2014; 

Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). Deze studies rapporteerden immers al dat leraren secundair onderwijs zelden 

elkaars lespraktijk observeren of elkaar feedback geven. Bovendien toonden deze studies dat 

praktijkdeprivatisering de moeilijkste eigenschap is om te ontwikkelen voor secundaire scholen. Mede 

door praktische moeilijkheden (bijv. tijdgebrek, geen geschikt lessenrooster om een collega te 

observeren) observeren leraren elkaars lespraktijk niet. Ze compenseren dit echter door in dialoog te 

gaan over hun klaservaringen of andere onderwijszaken (Zwart et al., 2009).  

De resultaten van Hoofdstuk 2 tonen dat leraren in hoge PLG-vakgroepen zich gezamenlijk 

verantwoordelijk voelen voor het welzijn en het leren van alle leerlingen in de vakgroep als PLG. Deze 

leraren voeren doorlopende en diepgaande dialoog over onderwijszaken (bijv. evaluatie), lesgeven en 

leren met alle vakgroepcollega’s. Daarnaast ontwikkelen ze gezamenlijk leerinhouden en lesmaterialen. 

Leraren in lage PLG-vakgroepen daarentegen voelen zich verantwoordelijk voor het welzijn en het leren 
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van hun eigen leerlingen. Dialoog vindt plaats op bepaalde momenten tijdens het schooljaar of tijdens  

verplichte vakgroepvergaderingen en is vaak beperkt tot praktische zaken. Daarnaast werken deze 

leraren meestal geïsoleerd of werken ze samen met een beperkt aantal vakgroepcollega’s. 

Praktijkdeprivatisering wordt weinig gebruikt in zowel hoge als lage PLG-vakgroepen. 

In Hoofdstukken 3 en 5 bieden padanalyses inzicht in de relatie tussen gezamenlijke 

verantwoordelijkheid en reflectieve dialoog. Deze padanalyses worden opgezet vanuit volgende 

assumpties: (1) interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken zijn met elkaar verweven (Sleegers et al., 2013); en (2) 

mentale interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken sturen gedragsmatige interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken aan 

(Bryk et al., 1999; Verbiest, 2016). Hoofdstuk 3 toont dat gezamenlijke verantwoordelijkheid positief 

gerelateerd is aan reflectieve dialoog. Hoofdstuk 5 toont op zijn beurt dat gezamenlijke 

verantwoordelijkheid als mediator fungeert in de relatie tussen groepsgericht vakgroepleiderschap en 

reflectieve dialoog. Deze resultaten suggereren dat als leraren zich bezighouden met de lespraktijk en 

de daaruit voortvloeiende leerresultaten voor leerlingen van elke leraar in de vakgroep, dit een sterke 

stimulans vormt om betekenisvol betrokken te zijn bij de volledige vakgroep (DuFour, 2004; Hargreaves, 

2007; Stoll et al., 2006; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). 

3.2. Contextuele factoren, persoonlijke leraarkenmerken en vakgroepen als PLG’s (OD2) 

3.2.1.  Schoolleiderschap 

Hoofdstuk 2 toont dat schoolleiders van hoge PLG-vakgroepen een transformationele leiderschapsstijl 

hebben en hun leraren meer ondersteuning bieden voor samenwerking en samen leren. De schoolleider 

fungeert hierbij als rolmodel voor samenwerking en samen leren in vakgroepen. Deze resultaten 

ondersteunen de aanname dat transformationele schoolleiders een samenwerkingscultuur en een 

lerende organisatie kunnen creëren (Bryk et al., 1999; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000). Verder zijn schoolleiders 

van deze vakgroepen positiever, ondersteunen en bevorderen ze professionele ontwikkeling van hun 

leraren en besteden ze voldoende aandacht aan feedback. 

Hoofdstuk 3 toont een positieve directe relatie tussen transformationeel schoolleiderschap en 

gezamenlijke verantwoordelijkheid. Dit levert bewijs voor de idee dat schoolleiders die zich richten op 

het motiveren van hun leraren en het vergroten van hun capaciteiten (Leithwood, 1992; Vanblaere, 2016),  

dit doel bereiken omdat leraren zich meer gezamenlijk verantwoordelijk voelen voor het verbeteren van 

de leerprocessen van alle leerlingen (Hargreaves, 2007). Daarnaast biedt dit proefschrift geen evidentie 

voor een significante directe relatie tussen transformationeel schoolleiderschap en reflectieve dialoog. 

Deze relatie wordt volledig gemedieerd door gezamenlijke verantwoordelijkheid. Dit resultaat is in lijn 

met onderzoek van Vanblaere en Devos (2016), waaruit blijkt dat schoolleiders naast een directe ook 

een indirecte rol kunnen spelen in het ondersteunen van samenwerking tussen leraren. Anders gezegd: 
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hoe hoger leraren het transformationeel leiderschap van hun schoolleider beoordelen, hoe meer 

gezamenlijke verantwoordelijkheid ze in hun vakgroep ervaren en hoe meer consensus er heerst tussen 

leraren over de frequentie en inhoud van reflectieve dialoog (Vanblaere & Devos, 2016). 

3.2.2.  Vakgroepleiderschap 

Hoewel er in de onderwijsonderzoeksliteratuur een algemene consensus bestaat over het belang van 

schoolleiderschap voor PLG’s (Stoll et al., 2006; Vanblaere, 2016), blijft de rol van vakgroepleiderschap 

voor vakgroepen als PLG’s grotendeels onontgonnen in onderwijsonderzoek (Vanblaere & Devos, 2018).  

Hoofdstuk 2 toont dat het stimuleren van leraren om deel te nemen en samen te werken in hun vakgroep 

én het ondersteunen van hun professionele ontwikkeling twee belangrijke leiderschapsrollen zijn. Deze 

rollen sluiten aan bij de twee centrale vakgroepleiderschapsstijlen van dit proefschrift: groepsgericht en 

ontwikkelingsgericht vakgroepleiderschap (Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). Meer specifiek tonen de 

resultaten dat vakgroepvoorzitters van hoge PLG-vakgroepen worden gezien als ondersteuners en 

motivators voor de deelname en samenwerking van leraren in hun vakgroep als PLG. Ze moedigen 

leraren aan om de inhoud en het lesgeven in hun vak te bespreken. Op deze manier geven ze vorm aan 

groepsgericht vakgroepleiderschap. Bovendien bevestigt deze bevinding de centrale rol van de 

vakgroepvoorzitter bij het aanmoedigen en definiëren van een samenwerkingscultuur in vakgroepen 

(Busher & Harris, 1999; Ghamrawi, 2010). Het belang van ontwikkelingsgericht vakgroepleiderschap 

wordt ook onderstreept. Vakgroepvoorzitters van hoge PLG-vakgroepen bewaken professionele 

ontwikkeling van leraren in hun vakgroep als PLG. Eerder onderzoek suggereerde reeds dat leraren wiens  

vakgroepvoorzitter de ontwikkeling en praktijken van leraren en leerlingen monitort, meer geneigd zijn 

tot reflectieve dialoog in vergelijking met collega ’s die denken dat hun vakgroepvoorzitter een dergelijke 

focus mist (Geijsel et al., 2009; Minckler, 2014; Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). Bovendien bevestigt dit 

resultaat de bevindingen van Shiu en Chrispeels (2003) en Weller (2001), die vonden dat 

vakgroepvoorzitters verantwoordelijk en aansprakelijk zijn voor het monitoren van professionele 

ontwikkeling van leraren in hun vakgroep. Het belang van ontwikkelingsgericht vakgroepleiderschap 

wordt echter niet bevestigd door de kwantitatieve resultaten in Hoofdstuk 5. Tot slot worden 

vakgroepvoorzitters van hoge PLG-vakgroepen beschouwd als inhoudelijk experts. Dit resultaat 

bevestigt dat het voor vakgroepvoorzitters een belangrijke taak is om inhoudelijke expertise binnen te 

brengen (Binkhorst et al., 2017; Lochmiller, 2016; Schelfhout et al., 2015). Bijgevolg mag aangenomen 

worden dat vakgroepvoorzitters in staat zijn om instructioneel leiderschap uit te oefenen en hun 

vakgroepcollega’s vakspecifieke feedback te geven. Eerdere bevindingen suggereerden immers dat het 

aannemen van instructioneel leidershap een uitdaging is voor schoolleiders van secundaire scholen 

(Tuytens, 2012), omdat het vakkennis van het vak van leraren vereist en schoolleiders vaak worden 

opgeleid in slechts een paar vakken (Lochmiller, 2016; Stein & Nelson, 2003). Hoofdstuk 2 erkent dus 
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het potentieel van gedeeld leiderschap. Bovenstaande bevindingen komen overeen met eerdere studies  

(Darling-Hammond & Richardson, 2009; Ghamrawi, 2010; Stoll et al., 2006), die vonden dat leiderschap 

op alle niveaus belangrijk is voor PLG’s en professionele ontwikkeling van leraren. 

Hoofdstuk 5 biedt evidentie voor de aanname dat groepsgericht vakgroepleiderschap zowel de 

gezamenlijke verantwoordelijkheid in hun vakgroep als de frequentie van de deelname aan reflectieve 

dialoog met vakgroepcollega’s verhoogt. Verder is een positieve indirecte relatie tussen groepsgericht 

vakgroepleiderschap en reflectieve dialoog via gezamenlijke verantwoordelijkheid  vastgesteld. Deze 

bevindingen bevestigen dat vakgroepvoorzitters die worden gezien als voorstanders van samenwerking 

– en die een sfeer creëren die samenwerking aanmoedigt – samenwerkende vakgroepculturen kunnen 

opbouwen (Brown et al., 2000; Busher & Harris, 1999; Vanblaere & Devos, 2018). Daarentegen is 

ontwikkelingsgericht vakgroepleiderschap geen significante voorspeller van interpersoonlijke PLG-

kenmerken. Dit is in lijn met de idee dat vakgroepvoorzitters terughoudend zijn om de ontwikkeling 

en/of prestaties van leraren binnen hun vakgroep te monitoren. In tegenstelling tot deze resultaten 

impliceren sommige onderzoekers echter dat leraren wiens vakgroepvoorzitter de ontwikkeling en 

praktijken van leraren en leerlingen volgt, meer geneigd zijn tot reflectieve dialoog dan hun collega ’s 

die vinden dat hun vakgroepvoorzitter een dergelijke focus mist (Geijsel et al., 2009; Minckler, 2014).  

Daarnaast rapporteerde eerder onderzoek (Vanblaere & Devos, 2018), in tegenstelling tot de resultaten 

in Hoofdstuk 5, wel een significante relatie tussen ontwikkelingsgericht vakgroepleiderschap en 

reflectieve dialoog. Groepsgericht vakgroepleiderschap is echter dominant over andere 

leiderschapspraktijken. In dit opzicht toonde Peacock’s (2013) reviewstudie aan dat het stimuleren van 

samenwerking tussen leraren en een collegiale omgeving in de vakgroep de meest geciteerde effectieve 

leiderschapsstijl is door vakgroepvoorzitters, evenals de meest succesvolle manier om deel te nemen 

aan instructioneel vakgroepleiderschap.  

3.2.3.  Leraarautonomie en self-efficacy 

In dit proefschrift is een centrale rol toebedeeld aan de deelname en samenwerking van leraren in 

vakgroepen als PLG’s. Naast de rol die leiderschap hierin kan spelen, is een gevoel van autonomie bij 

leraren ook belangrijk. Aangezien leraren hun autonomie over het algemeen waarderen (Clement & 

Vandenberghe 2000; Vangrieken, 2018), is het belangrijk om met deze autonomie rekening te houden 

(bijv. Canrinus et al., 2011; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2009). Daarnaast blijkt uit eerdere studies (Geijsel et al., 

2009; Xanthopoulou et al., 2007) dat het noodzakelijk is om te onderzoeken hoe contextuele factoren 

(zoals leraarautonomie) en de self-efficacy van leraren gerelateerd zijn aan het gedrag van leraren, hier 

geconcretiseerd in de deelname en samenwerking van leraren in vakgroepen als PLG’s.  

In dit opzicht biedt Hoofdstuk 3 geen evidentie voor significante directe relaties tussen leraarautonomie 

en interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken. Hoofdstuk 3 rapporteert wel positieve directe relaties tussen de 
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self-efficacy van leraren en zowel gezamenlijke verantwoordelijkheid als reflectieve dialoog. Bovendien 

is de relatie tussen leraarautonomie en interpersoonlijke PLC-kenmerken volledig gemedieerd door de 

self-efficacy van leraren. Met andere woorden, uit dit onderzoek blijkt dat meer autonome leraren een 

hogere mate van self-efficacy ervaren. Op hun beurt rapporteren leraren met een hoge mate van self-

efficacy meer gezamenlijke verantwoordelijkheid in hun vakgroep en gaan ze meer in reflectieve dialoog 

met hun vakgroepcollega’s. Daardoor staan ze meer open voor het nemen van wederzijdse 

verantwoordelijkheid en samenwerking (Kennedy & Smith, 2013). Dit is in lijn met eerder onderzoek 

(Chan et al., 2008; Geijsel et al., 2009; Xanthopoulou et al.,2007), waaruit blijkt dat bepaalde contextuele 

factoren direct het gedrag van leraren beïnvloeden, terwijl andere contextuele factoren het gedrag van 

leraren slechts indirect beïnvloeden, en dat de self-efficacy van leraren als mediator kan fungeren in 

deze relatie. Daarnaast schuift dit onderzoek zowel de deelname en samenwerking in vakgroepen als 

PLG’s, als leraarautonomie naar voren als belangrijke werkcondities voor leraren, die schoolleiders 

moeten stimuleren door de voorwaarden te scheppen waardoor leraren collegiale ondersteuning in 

vakgroepen als PLG’s kunnen krijgen en de voorwaarden te faciliteren voor het autonoom functioneren 

van leraren. Deze bevindingen weerspiegelen eerdere vaststellingen (Clement & Vandenberghe, 2000; 

Vangrieken, 2018) dat zowel collegiale ondersteuning als leraarautonomie belangrijk zijn. Veel studies 

onderschrijven de noodzaak om vakgroepen als PLG’s te ontwikkelen in secundaire scholen, maar het is 

hierbij onwenselijk en contraproductief om een omgeving te creëren die wordt gekenmerkt door een 

cultuur van volledig samenwerken zonder dat een leraar autonoom kan functioneren (De Neve, 2016). 

3.2.4.  Onderwijsopvattingen 

In bestaand onderzoek naar welke factoren de deelname en samenwerking van leraren in vakgroepen 

als PLG’s beïnvloeden, is weinig aandacht besteed aan de effecten van onderwijsopvattingen van leraren 

(de Vries et al., 2014). Onderwijsopvattingen van leraren of hoe leraren denken over ‘goed’ onderwijs  

hebben echter een sterke invloed op hoe leraren omgaan met verandering en innovaties (Hermans, 

2009; OESO, 2009). Bovendien beïnvloeden ze het gedrag van leraren, hier concreet de deelname en 

samenwerking van leraren in vakgroepen als PLG’s (Hermans, 2009; OESO, 2009, 2014; Pajares, 1992).  

Veel onderzoekers (bijv. Belo et al., 2014; van Driel et al., 2007; van Manen, 2008) wijzen daarom op de 

noodzaak om onderwijsopvattingen van leraren in kaart te brengen. Dit proefschrift tracht deze 

onderzoekskloof te dichten door onderwijsopvattingen van leraren te beschouwen als persoonlijke 

leraarkenmerken die de deelname en samenwerking van leraren in vakgroepen als PLG ’s kunnen 

beïnvloeden.  

Om de onderzoeksvraag met betrekking tot de relatie tussen onderwijsopvattingen en interpersoonlijke 

PLG-kenmerken te kunnen beantwoorden, is een nieuw meetinstrument ontwikkeld voor het meten van 

de vakspecifieke opvattingen van leraren. Drie vragen komen aan bod in Hoofdstuk 4: (1) Hoe kunnen 
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onderwijsopvattingen van leraren (hun algemene onderwijsopvattingen over lesgeven en leren en hun 

vakspecifieke opvattingen over Frans taalonderwijs) op een valide en betrouwbare manier worden 

gemeten?, (2) Welke relaties kunnen worden gevonden tussen de algemene onderwijsopvattingen van 

leraren over lesgeven en leren en hun vakspecifieke opvattingen over Frans taalonderwijs?, en (3) Welke 

subgroepen van leraren worden gekenmerkt door specifieke combinaties van algemene  

onderwijsopvattingen over lesgeven en leren en vakspecifieke opvattingen over Frans taalonderwijs? 

Ten eerste leiden de resultaten van factoranalyses en betrouwbaarheidsanalyses tot de identificatie van 

een driefactorstructuur met een goede fit en hoge betrouwbaarheid om de algemene  

onderwijsopvattingen van leraren over lesgeven en leren te meten: onderwijsopvattingen over (1) 

leerlingregulatie van leerprocessen en kennisconstructie, (2) leraarregulatie van leerprocessen, en (3) 

kennisreproductie. Het driefactorenmodel geeft aan dat leraren het meer eens zijn met de 

onderwijsopvattingen dat leerlingen actief kennis construeren dan met de onderwijsopvattingen dat 

leerlingen passief kennis reproduceren. Verder zijn leraren het eens met beide onderwijsopvattingen dat 

leerlingen hun eigen leerprocessen controleren en reguleren en dat leraren de leerprocessen van 

leerlingen blijven controleren, reguleren en evalueren. Dit toont aan dat leraren zowel constructivistische 

als traditionele onderwijsopvattingen hebben. Dit wordt bevestigd door verschillende onderzoekers 

(bijv. Belo et al., 2014; Bunting, 1985; Denessen, 1999; Kerlinger & Kaya, 1959) die lang hebben betoogd 

dat onderwijsopvattingen het beste kunnen worden weergegeven door een onafhankelijke 

tweedimensionale structuur. Mensen kunnen dus tegengestelde onderwijsopvattingen hebben en 

combineren vaak elementen van zowel constructivistische als traditionele onderwijsopvattingen 

(Denessen, 1999). Leraren denken na over ‘goed’ onderwijs, rekening houdend met bepaalde 

leerlingkenmerken, leerdoelen en leerinhoud. Afhankelijk van deze omstandigheden hebben leerling- of 

leraargestuurde instructiestrategieën de voorkeur (Belo et al., 2014). Daarnaast leiden de factoranalyses 

en betrouwbaarheidsanalyses tot de identificatie van een tweefactorstructuur met een redelijke tot 

goede fit en hoge betrouwbaarheid om de vakspecifieke opvattingen van leraren over Franse 

taalonderwijs te meten: (1) traditionele vakspecifieke opvattingen over Frans taalonderwijs, en (2) 

constructivistische vakspecifieke opvattingen over Frans taalonderwijs. Het tweefactorenmodel geeft 

aan dat leraren het eens zijn met de idee dat ze hun leerlingen moeten helpen hun eigen kennis van het 

Frans op te bouwen. Meer specifiek zijn ze van mening dat leerlingen actieve respondenten zijn in hun 

eigen professionele ontwikkeling in het Frans, bijvoorbeeld door het uitvoeren van taaltaken.  Bovendien 

zijn ze het niet eens met de idee dat het Franse taalonderwijs zich zou moeten concentreren op 

woordenschat en grammatica, de overdracht van kennis van leraar op leerlingen door vooraan in de klas 

les te geven, en kennisreproductie door het gebruik van driloefeningen, dictees en vertalingen. 
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Ten tweede tonen de resultaten aan dat de algemene onderwijsopvattingen van leraren over lesgeven 

en leren en hun vakspecifieke opvattingen over Frans taalonderwijs significant gecorreleerd zijn. Dit 

bevestigt dat de algemene onderwijsopvattingen van leraren over lesgeven en leren en hun 

vakspecifieke opvattingen over Frans taalonderwijs een onderling gerelateerd opvattingensysteem 

vormen. Meer specifiek laten de resultaten positieve correlaties zien tussen de schalen binnen de 

constructivistische oriëntatie enerzijds en de schalen binnen de traditionele oriëntatie anderzijds. 

Daarentegen zijn de correlaties tussen de schalen van de constructivistische en traditionele oriëntatie 

negatief. Dit betekent dat een toename van de constructivistische onderwijsopvattingen van leraren leidt 

tot een afname van hun traditionele onderwijsopvattingen, en vice versa.  

Ten derde onthult een verdere verkenning van de relaties binnen de algemene onderwijsopvattingen 

van leraren over lesgeven en leren en hun vakspecifieke opvattingen over Frans taalonderwijs het 

bestaan van twee opvattingenstructuren (1) een constructivistische opvattingenstructuur bestaande uit 

de algemene onderwijsopvattingen over leerlingregulatie van leerprocessen en kennisconstructie en de 

constructivistische vakspecifieke opvattingen over Frans taalonderwijs en (2) een traditionele 

opvattingenstructuur bestaande uit de algemene onderwijsopvattingen over kennisreproductie en de 

traditionele vakspecifieke opvattingen over Frans taalonderwijs. De algemene onderwijsopvattingen 

over leraarregulatie van leerprocessen kunnen niet exclusief worden toegeschreven aan een van deze 

opvattingenstructuren. Ten slotte worden in een poging om de scores van de leraren te interpreteren in 

termen van deze opvattingenstructuren twee clusters van leraren gevonden wiens onderwijsopvattingen 

consistent zijn met deze opvattingenstructuren.  

Hoofdstuk 5 rapporteert de resultaten van een clusteranalyse gericht op het identificeren van relatief 

homogeen verschillende groepen leraren met onderscheidende scores op de opvattingenschalen 

(algemene onderwijsopvattingen over lesgeven en leren en vakspecifieke opvattingen over Frans 

taalonderwijs). Een volgende stap focust op hoe deze clusters de relatie tussen vakgroepleiderschap en 

interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken beïnvloeden. De clusteranalyse schuift twee verschillende clusters naar 

voren. Cluster 1 bestaat uit 88 leraren, die significant hoger scoren voor de constructivistische algemene 

onderwijsopvattingen over leerlingregulatie van leerprocessen en kennisconstructie, en de 

constructivistische vakspecifieke opvattingen over Frans taalonderwijs. De onderwijsopvattingen van 

deze cluster kunnen dus als constructivistisch worden benoemd. Cluster 2 bestaat uit 109 leraren, die 

significant hoger scoren voor de traditionele algemene onderwijsopvattingen over kennisreproductie,  

en de traditionele vakspecifieke opvattingen over Frans taalonderwijs. De onderwijsopvattingen van 

deze cluster kunnen als traditioneel worden gedefinieerd. Daarnaast tonen de resultaten aan dat er geen 

significante verschillen zijn in de directe en indirecte effecten van vakgroepleiderschap op 
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interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken, gebaseerd op het behoren tot de cluster met constructivistische 

onderwijsopvattingen of de cluster met traditionele onderwijsopvattingen. 

3.3. Vakgroepen als PLG’s en professionele ontwikkeling van leraren (OD3) 

Met betrekking tot het derde onderzoeksdoel tonen de resultaten van Hoofdstuk 2 aan dat leraren in 

hoge PLG-vakgroepen meer leren met en van hun collega’s in vergelijking met leraren in lage PLG-

vakgroepen. Bovendien vinden ze dialoog, deelname en samenwerking in hun vakgroep als PLG 

waardevoller voor hun eigen professionele ontwikkeling. Ook erkennen ze dat collega’s een bron kunnen 

zijn voor hun professionele ontwikkeling. Vakgroepcollega’s motiveren elkaar bijvoorbeeld om hun 

expertise te vergroten en samen deel te nemen aan professionele ontwikkelingsinitiatieven. Bovendien 

rapporteren de meeste leraren in de hoge PLG-vakgroepen meerdere leerresultaten als gevolg van de 

samenwerking in hun vakgroep als PLG. Ze krijgen bijvoorbeeld nieuwe ideeën, inzichten en 

instructiestrategieën van hun collega ’s en passen deze toe in hun lespraktijk. Dit leidt tot collectieve 

veranderingen in hun lespraktijk (zoals vernieuwingen uitproberen). Ze rapporteren ook meer 

vakspecifieke professionele ontwikkeling, naast het leren over algemene pedagogische en 

onderwijszaken (bijv. leerstoornissen), in vergelijking met leraren in lage PLG-vakgroepen. Daarentegen 

geven slechts enkele leraren in lage PLG-vakgroepen aan dat deelname en samenwerking in hun 

vakgroep waardevol is voor hun professionele ontwikkeling. Ze specificeren dat hun leren door toeval 

plaatsvindt. Bovendien vinden leraren in lage PLG-vakgroepen het moeilijk om uit te drukken wat ze van 

hun collega’s hebben geleerd. Daarnaast is professionele ontwikkeling van de meeste leraren in lage 

PLG-vakgroepen eerder gerelateerd aan leerlingdiscipline en klasmanagement dan aan hun vakinhoud 

en didactiek. Ten slotte heeft slechts een beperkt aantal leraren in deze lage PLG-vakgroepen 

geëxperimenteerd met nieuwe kennis in hun lespraktijk. Deze bevindingen geven aan dat leraren die 

meer gezamenlijke verantwoordelijkheid voor hun vak(ken) ervaren, eerder geneigd zijn tot diepgaande 

dialoog met vakgroepcollega’s. Hierdoor leren ze meer over hun vak en ontwikkelen ze hun lespraktijk 

in overeenstemming met wat ze geleerd hebben. Deze resultaten bevestigen bevindingen uit eerder 

onderzoek die wijzen op het belang van reflectieve dialoog over lesgeven voor professionele 

ontwikkeling (Stoll et al., 2006) en de lespraktijk van leraren (Parise & Spillane, 2010). Met andere 

woorden, deze bevindingen bevestigen dat deelname aan een vakgroep met een hoge aanwezigheid 

van interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken kan leiden tot de (verdere) professionele ontwikkeling van leraren. 

4. Conclusie 

Dit proefschrift is onderhevig aan enkele beperkingen, die in toekomstig onderzoek kunnen opgevangen 

worden. Een eerste beperking heeft betrekking op de steekproef van dit proefschrift, die voornamelijk 

bestaat uit Vlaamse secundaire scholen en vakgroepen wiskunde, Frans en PAV. Het zou daarom 
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interessant zijn om dit onderzoek uit te breiden naar andere scholen (bijv. methodescholen en scholen 

voor buitengewoon onderwijs) en andere landen (bijv. landen met een andere beleidscontext). Met 

betrekking tot de opgenomen variabelen zijn de empirische studies beperkt tot een aantal geselecteerde 

variabelen. Het zou een meerwaarde zijn om dit in vervolgonderzoek uit te breiden met andere 

stimulerende factoren en uitkomstvariabelen (bijv. vakgroep- en schoolontwikkeling). Een 

methodologische beperking van dit proefschrift is de cross-sectionele aard van de kwantitatieve data, 

wat definitieve conclusies over causaliteit uitsluit. In toekomstig onderzoek kunnen daarom 

longitudinale en interventiestudies opgezet worden. Hierbij kan triangulatie toegepast worden door 

zowel gebruik te maken van verschillende databronnen zoals leraren, vakgroepvoorzitters en 

schoolleiders; als data te verzamelen via observaties, interviews en vragenlijsten. Ook de steekproeven 

zouden kunnen uitgebreid worden naar meer vakgroepen binnen scholen, waarbij rekening gehouden 

wordt met een spreiding qua vakgebied, samenstelling, en aanwezigheid van PLG-kenmerken in de 

vakgroepen als PLG’s. 

De resultaten van dit proefschrift geven ook aanleiding tot een aantal implicaties voor theorie, beleid en 

praktijk. Op theoretisch vlak levert dit proefschrift een bijdrage door een duidelijkere conceptualisering 

en operationalisering van vakgroepen als PLG’s naar voren te schuiven door gebruik te maken van een 

reeks essentiële interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken: gezamenlijke verantwoordelijkheid, reflectieve 

dialoog en praktijkdeprivatisering. Bovendien zijn in dit proefschrift interpersoonlijke PLG-kenmerken in 

een specifieke relatie tot elkaar bestudeerd. Daarnaast tonen de resultaten van dit proefschrift aan dat 

significante stimulerende factoren verschillen naargelang het PLG-kenmerk. Deze gefocuste aanpak 

zorgt voor meer conceptuele duidelijkheid, maar laat ook toe genuanceerde conclusies te trekken en 

geeft een beter begrip van de aard, en ontwikkeling en verbetering van vakgroepen als PLG’s. Daarnaast 

tonen de resultaten aan dat vakgroepen als PLG’s met een hoge aanwezigheid van gezamenlijke 

verantwoordelijkheid en reflectieve dialoog professionele ontwikkeling van leraren kunnen 

realiseren/ondersteunen. Op beleidsniveau wordt aangeraden om deze erkenning nog explicieter te 

maken, ondanks de reeds genomen stappen in deze richting door een vermelding van PLG’s te maken 

in het beroepsprofiel van leraren secundair onderwijs. Hierbij aansluitend is het voor scholen en 

vakgroepen zinvol om samenwerking tussen leraren deels te formaliseren, maar om daarnaast het 

belang van individuele samenwerkingsinitiatieven van leraren niet uit het oog te verliezen.  Bovendien 

toont dit proefschrift aan dat leiderschap een belangrijke rol speelt voor vakgroepen als PLG’s, vooral 

transformationeel schoolleiderschap en groepsgericht vakgroepleiderschap. Dit heeft implicaties voor 

de selectie en ondersteuning van schoolleiders en vakgroepvoorzitters. Vervolgens blijken zowel 

leraarautonomie als deelname en samenwerking in vakgroepen als PLG ’s sleutelelementen in het 

lerarenberoep (Vangrieken, 2018). Het is essentieel dat scholen leraarautonomie beschermen maar 



Appendix II 
 

286 
 

tegelijkertijd leraren stimuleren om samen te werken met hun collega ’s. Ten slotte is het aangewezen 

dat samenwerkingsverbanden tussen lerarenopleidingen en scholen/vakgroepen worden opgezet. Om 

leraren voor te bereiden op de toekomst, moeten ze zich vanaf het begin van de lerarenopleiding bewust 

zijn van de waarde van samenwerking binnen scholen en vakgroepen. Lerarenopleidingen kunnen een 

rol spelen bij het creëren van dit bewustzijn (Vangrieken, 2018).  
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how information in the raw data file was cleaned 

  - [X] file(s) containing processed data. Specify: The teacher survey, which was required via Limesurvey, 

was processed, cleaned, and stored (SPSS) 
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4. Reproduction  

=========================================================== 

* Have the results been reproduced independently?: [ ] YES / [X] NO 

 

* If yes, by whom (add if multiple): 

   - name:  

   - address:  

   - affiliation:  

   - e-mail: 
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* Reference of the publication in which the datasets are reported: 
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3. Information about the files that have been stored 
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3a. Raw data 

----------------------------------------------------------- 

* Have the raw data been stored by the main researcher? [X] YES / [ ] NO 

If NO, please justify: / 

 

* On which platform are the raw data stored? 

  - [X] researcher PC 

  - [ ] research group file server 

  - [X] other (specify): online personal storage Ghent University 

 

* Who has direct access to the raw data (i.e., without intervention of another person)? 

  - [X] main researcher 

  - [ ] responsible ZAP 

  - [ ] all members of the research group 

  - [ ] all members of UGent 

  - [ ] other (specify): 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.stueduc.2021.101018


 
Data storage fact sheets 

 

309 
 

3b. Other files 

----------------------------------------------------------- 

* Which other files have been stored? 

  - [X] file(s) describing the transition from raw data to reported results. Specify: Word documents about 

how information in the raw data file was cleaned. A coding scheme was stored that has been used to 

analyse the focus group data (Word) 

  - [X] file(s) containing processed data. Specify: The teacher survey, which was required via Limesurvey, 

was processed, cleaned, and stored (SPSS); All focus group discussions were transcribed (Word); All 

transcribed focus group discussions were coded (using coding scheme) (Word) 

  - [X] file(s) containing analyses. Specify: Output descriptive analyses results (SPSS); Output EFA results 

(SPSS); Output CFA results (R); Output cluster analyses results (SPSS); Output PRINCALS results (SPSS);  

Reports of the focus groups discussions (Word) 

  - [X] file(s) containing information about informed consent. Specify:  informed consents from every 

participant who participated in the focus groups discussions (on paper) 

  - [ ] a file specifying legal and ethical provisions  

  - [ ] file(s) that describe the content of the stored files and how this content should be interpreted. 

Specify: ...  

  - [ ] other files. Specify: ... 

 

* On which platform are these other files stored?  

  - [X] individual PC 

  - [ ] research group file server 

  - [X] other: online personal storage Ghent University     

 

* Who has direct access to these other files (i.e., without intervention of another person)?  

  - [X] main researcher 

  - [ ] responsible ZAP 

  - [ ] all members of the research group 
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  - [ ] all members of UGent 

  - [ ] other (specify): ...     

 

4. Reproduction  

=========================================================== 

* Have the results been reproduced independently?: [ ] YES / [X] NO 

 

* If yes, by whom (add if multiple): 

   - name:  

   - address:  

   - affiliation:  

   - e-mail: 
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Data storage fact sheet 4 

% Data Storage Fact Sheet 4 

% Name/identifier study: Chapter 5 

% Author: Jasja Valckx 

% Date: July 6, 2021 

 

1. Contact details 

=========================================================== 

1a. Main researcher 

----------------------------------------------------------- 

- name: Jasja Valckx 

- address: Henri Dunantlaan 2, 9000 Ghent, Belgium 

- e-mail: jasja.valckx@ugent.be 

 

1b. Responsible Staff Member (ZAP)  

----------------------------------------------------------- 

- name: Ruben Vanderlinde & Geert Devos 

- address: Henri Dunantlaan 2, 9000 Ghent, Belgium  

- e-mail: ruben.vanderlinde@ugent.be & geert.devos@ugent.be 

 

If a response is not received when using the above contact details, please send an email to 

data.pp@ugent.be or contact Data Management, Faculty of Psychology and Educational Sciences, Henri 

Dunantlaan 2, 9000 Ghent, Belgium. 

 

2. Information about the datasets to which this sheet applies  

=========================================================== 
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* Reference of the publication in which the datasets are reported: 

 

Valckx, J., Vanderlinde, R., & Devos, G. (under review). Do teachers’ educational beliefs affect the 

relationship between departmental leadership and PLC characteristics? Professional Development in 

Education. 

 

* Which datasets in that publication does this sheet apply to?:  

 

The sheet applies to all the data used in the publication (Chapter 3 of this dissertation) 

 

3. Information about the files that have been stored 

=========================================================== 

3a. Raw data 

----------------------------------------------------------- 

* Have the raw data been stored by the main researcher? [X] YES / [ ] NO 

If NO, please justify: / 

 

* On which platform are the raw data stored? 

  - [X] researcher PC 

  - [ ] research group file server 

  - [X] other (specify): online personal storage Ghent University 

 

* Who has direct access to the raw data (i.e., without intervention of another person)?  

  - [X] main researcher 

  - [ ] responsible ZAP 

  - [ ] all members of the research group 

  - [ ] all members of UGent 
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  - [ ] other (specify): 

3b. Other files 

----------------------------------------------------------- 

* Which other files have been stored? 

  - [X] file(s) describing the transition from raw data to reported results. Specify: Word documents about 

how information in the raw data file was cleaned 

  - [X] file(s) containing processed data. Specify: The teacher survey, which was required via Limesurvey, 

was processed, cleaned, and stored (SPSS) 

  - [X] file(s) containing analyses. Specify: Output descriptive analyses results (SPSS); Output CFA results 

(R); Output regression analyses results (SPSS); Output cluster analyses results (SPSS), output multi-group 

path analyses results (Mplus) 

  - [ ] file(s) containing information about informed consent. Specify: 

  - [ ] a file specifying legal and ethical provisions  

  - [ ] file(s) that describe the content of the stored files and how this content should be interpreted. 

Specify: ...  

  - [ ] other files. Specify: ... 

     

* On which platform are these other files stored?  

  - [X] individual PC 

  - [ ] research group file server 

  - [X] other: online personal storage Ghent University     

 

* Who has direct access to these other files (i.e., without intervention of another person)?  

  - [X] main researcher 

  - [ ] responsible ZAP 

  - [ ] all members of the research group 

  - [ ] all members of UGent 

  - [ ] other (specify): ...     
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4. Reproduction  

=========================================================== 

* Have the results been reproduced independently?: [ ] YES / [X] NO 

 

* If yes, by whom (add if multiple): 

   - name:  

   - address:  

   - affiliation:  

   - e-mail: 
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