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Abstract 

Recently, professional learning communities (PLCs) have been advocated as a 

promising approach in higher education (Eaker & Sells, 2015) for faculty development 

that can improve student learning outcomes and help students graduate with 

demonstrable skills, yet the field is still lacking in research on this phenomenon within 

higher education (Blitz, 2013). This participant-observer single case study was 

conducted on a fully online PLC in higher education. Data analysis resulted in a case 

narrative that described key attributes of the online PLC inspired by a framework 

derived from literature on PLCs as well as emergent themes from interviews. The 

study explored how educational technologies are used to facilitate, sustain, 

collaborate, and share practice, educational leadership and facilitation roles, types of 

artifacts produced by members, and how members perceive the PLC’s structure and 

impact on their teaching practice and student learning outcomes. The study also 

resulted in a rich case narrative description for readers to draw their own 

generalizations from, and it seeks to help fill the current void of literature and research 

on online PLCs in higher education. The study contributes two new definitions and 

points to potential paths for future development and study of a field devoted 

specifically to PLCs within higher education to ensure faculty development efforts 

embrace evidence-based practices. 

 

Keywords: faculty development, professional learning communities, PLCs, 

online PLCs, hybrid, contingent faculty, social-constructivism, constructivist, 

constructionist 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction and Purpose of the Study 

Background 

Professional learning communities (PLCs) have been touted for over a decade 

as an effective approach to professional teaching development and organizational 

change in K-12 settings (Hord, 1997; DuFour, Eaker, Many & DuFour, 2005). A 

recent call for PLCs in higher education (Eaker & Sells, 2015) states that PLCs show 

promise and significant potential for faculty development that can improve student 

learning outcomes in higher education by creating collaborative teams that routinely 

monitor and respond to opportunities to help students learn and graduate with 

demonstrable skills. Engaging faculty in professional development and PLCs can be 

challenging, however, for higher educational organizations that have a faculty base 

that is geographically dispersed or time-limited. Recent estimates indicate that more 

than 50 percent of faculty appointments are part-time (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2015), which creates significant barriers for these faculty to participate in 

professional development offerings and traditional PLC teams that meet in-person.  

On-demand online education has been advocated as a promising way to help 

faculty engage in professional development opportunities for years (Babinski, et al, 

2001; Velez, A.M., 2009; Brooks & Gibson, 2012; Stigler & Givvin, 2016). However, 

it is the process of collaboration that distinguishes online PLCs from other types of 

online professional development, such as webinars, self-paced trainings, or online 
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courses (Blitz, 2013). While online PLCs have been supported by the U.S. Department 

of Education since 2010 as part of its goal to connect and inspire communities of 

practice (U.S. Department of Education, 2010a), there is a known research gap about 

online PLCs in general and particularly in higher education (Blitz, 2013). 

Problem Statement 

In order to identify promising practices for fully online PLCs in higher 

education as well as opportunities for corresponding empirical research, more 

information is needed about online PLCs within higher education. Using technology to 

develop on-demand and fully online professional development trainings has been 

shown to be effective (Brooks & Gibson, 2012; Stigler & Givvin, 2016). These 

offerings, however, do not include collaboration activities, which is a primary 

component of PLCs. The problem is there is a known research gap – a void – about 

fully online PLCs, and the studies that have been published are specific to K-12 

settings and are primarily qualitative theories that have not been tested (Blitz, 2013). 

The missing information about online PLCs in higher education, along with gaps in 

existing research, creates a problem for institutes of higher education that seek 

guidelines on how to develop, sustain, and evaluate a fully online PLC paradigm in 

their organization.  
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 Rationale  

As higher education organizations work to engage faculty in organizational 

change and student success efforts, PLCs have been suggested recently as a viable 

approach (Eaker & Sells, 2015). Using technology to connect faculty to professional 

development opportunities shows promise for on-demand options (Brooks & Gibson, 

2012; Stigler & Givvin, 2016), but more information is needed about how PLCs can 

use online environments to encourage collaboration and sustained engagement among 

faculty that results in a demonstrable teaching change and positive impact on student 

learning. Hord (2004), a leading expert in the field of professional learning 

communities posits that PLCs have essential characteristics, including: 

• Supportive and shared leadership 

 

• Shared values and vision 

• Collective learning and the application of that learning 

• Shared practice 

• Supportive conditions for the maintenance of the learning community 

In addition, recent research on PLCs cites a need for educational leaders to help 

develop, facilitate, and sustain collaborative learning communities 

(Rungrojngarmcharoen, 2013). While the literature about essential characteristics of 

PLCs is strong, there is a research gap about online PLCs and their impact on student 
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learning outcomes, especially within higher education, and it is essential to understand 

more about this phenomenon.  

Research Questions 

This study explored the following research questions:  

• How is an online PLC in higher education designed and how are 

educational technologies used to facilitate, sustain, collaborate, and 

share practice? 

• How does educational leadership manifest in facilitation roles in an 

online PLC in higher education?  

• How, why, and what types of artifacts are produced by members as a 

result of participating in an online PLC in higher education?  

• How do members of an online PLC in higher education perceive its 

structure and its impact on their teaching practice and student learning 

outcomes?  

Significance of the Study 

This study sought to explore and describe the phenomenon of a fully online 

PLC within a higher education setting to extend emerging knowledge about this type 

of faculty development activity. The study describes how an online PLC uses 
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educational technologies, the nature of collaboration and facilitation, the types of 

collaboratively created artifacts, and perceptions members have about the PLC’s 

structure and its impact on their teaching practice and student learning outcomes. The 

study’s results illuminated descriptive data about a fully online PLC in higher 

education and identifies essential considerations when developing, sustaining, and 

evaluating online PLCs, which might begin to address the research gap on fully online 

PLCs (Blitz, 2013), especially within higher education settings in which little research 

has been conducted.   

Definition of Terms 

 The following key terms are relevant to the purpose of this study and are 

defined as follows. 
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Professional learning community. For the purpose of this study, a PLC is 

defined as a group of teaching professionals within a higher education setting that 

regularly meets to exchange ideas, monitor student progress and identify professional 

development needs; members of the PLC may also collaborate, share, engage in 

reflective practice and work on products intended to enhance student learning 

outcomes (Blitz & Schulman, 2016). Essential characteristics of PLCs (Hord, 2004) 

includes supportive and shared leadership, shared values and vision, collective 

learning and the application of that learning, shared practice, supportive conditions for 

the maintenance of the learning community, and often operate as collaborative teams 

that engage faculty in critical reflection efforts that can enhance teaching and learning 

practices.  

Online PLC. For the purpose of this study, an online PLC includes all 

components of the prior definition (Blitz & Schulman, 2016) and also meets and 

collaborates using technologies within a digital habitat (e.g., live meetings occur over 

the Internet using online meeting software and all participants attend virtually using 

video and audio software; communications, work, and artifacts produced occur within 

a digital habitat that is either synchronous or asynchronous). Participants may see one 

another in face-to-face contexts outside of the online PLC, yet primary PLC work is 

conducted fully within the digital habitat.  
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Higher education. Educational settings that are classified as institutions of 

higher education by the New England Association of Schools and Colleges’ 

Commission (Commission on Institutions of Higher Education, 2017). 

Digital habitat. The variety of physical factors that comprise the PLC’s 

habitat, including, but not limited to, web-based portals, digital communications and 

products, digital servers and Internet connectivity. 

Established PLC. A PLC that has been in existence for at least six months. 

Practices. The application or use of an idea, belief, or method; regular 

performance of a particular activity, method, or custom. 

Artifact. Products, tools, resources that are produced by educators either 

individually or in teams primarily as a result of the PLC’s work. 

Collaboration. Mutual work that is focused on learning in a way that strives to 

enhance student learning outcomes (Hord & Sommers, 2008). 

Assumptions and Limitations 

This study held the following assumptions about the project and the online 

PLC being studied. The first assumption was that the online PLC’s existing digital 

habitat, including items such as the appearance, forum posts, videos, or audio, would 

not be edited by members as a result of the study. Another assumption in the study 

was that interview participants would feel comfortable enough to answer questions 
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honestly. Limitations of the study included unforeseen issues related to technology 

failure, participant reticence to answer questions honestly, and withdrawal of the 

participants or online PLC itself from the study. 
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review 

Overview 

The primary topic investigated by this research project was effective online 

collaborative professional development opportunities for faculty within higher 

education who are either geographically dispersed or time-bound as a result of being 

employed on a part-time, contingent basis. Engagement in professional development 

can be challenging for higher educational organizations that employ part-time faculty 

or those who are geographically dispersed, and collaboration among this type of 

faculty workforce can be even more difficult to achieve. As the director of faculty 

development at Granite State College, which currently has approximately 85% adjunct 

faculty who teach on a part-time basis and are dispersed geographically, this 

researcher is passionate about exploring ways to help faculty connect and collaborate 

through the development of online PLCs. 

The following literature review draws from research previously outlined that 

indicates:  

• PLCs may be an effective approach to faculty development (Eaker & 

Sells, 2015). 

• The faculty makeup within institutes of higher education is becoming 

more contingent (National Center for Education Statistics, 2015). 
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• The use of technologies shows promise for faculty development efforts 

(Brooks & Gibson, 2012; Stigler & Givvin, 2016). 

These constructs, in combination with an identified gap in the research on how to 

develop, facilitate, sustain, and evaluate PLCs that are based in an online setting 

(Blitz, 2013), illuminated the following paths that comprised the logic model for this 

literature review. 
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Figure 1. Literature Review Logic Model 
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Faculty Development 

The topic of professional faculty development in the United States in research 

journals can be traced back to at least the early 1930s, when Leon Burr Richardson, a 

chemistry professor at Dartmouth College, wrote an article outlining the “desirable 

types” of formal teacher training for professors in higher education (1930). The 

motive, for Richardson, was what he observed as a systemic problem with how subject 

matter experts are trained – or, as he argued, were not trained – in matters of teaching 

and learning. And yet, by the early 1970s studies found that faculty in higher 

education institutions were still not prepared to teach (O’Banion, 1972; Kempner, 

1990). In the mid-1970s, faculty development was described as institutionally-led 

activities to modify the skills, attitudes, and behaviors of faculty in an effort to 

enhance their teaching; participation in faculty development should, it was claimed, 

change how faculty members felt about their own skills and the profession, resulting 

in practice change that would benefit students (Lewis, 2006).  

In this same decade, leaders in higher education described a landscape that had 

increasing scrutiny about higher education’s value and a changing relationship 

between higher education and society (Toombs, 1975). In the face of budget 

challenges and shifting relations between institutions of higher education and society, 

a three-dimensional framework for faculty development was issued by William 

Toombs (1975), who was at that time the assistant director of the Center for the Study 
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of Higher Education at Pennsylvania University. Toombs suggested faculty 

development should include:  

• Critical conceptual questions as related to the profession. 

• Curriculum efforts that focused on designs for learning as well as 

teaching practice. 

• Institutional considerations.  

In exploring this framework, Toombs also noted emerging suggestions within higher 

education to develop teaching institutes in addition to research departments to 

integrate teaching and curriculum improvement into the fabric of the college or 

university’s organizational structure.  

Pinpointing the exact timeframe of any shifting perspective is difficult. What 

the literature documents about faculty professional development in the United States, 

however, is a transformation in the 1970s from a primarily scholarship-based approach 

established through sabbaticals to a movement toward comprehensive faculty 

development that seeks to address all areas of academic life (Lewis, 2006). In 

addition, the literature on faculty development demonstrates that the “changing 

landscape” of higher education has been the status quo since at least mid-1970s. By 

the 1990s there were calls for faculty development efforts to become collaborative 

across departments yet also holding departments responsible for and accountable to 

mission-centric outcomes (Swain, 1994). The questions about the value of higher 
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education and a desire to create effective ways to prove the worth of academia that 

emerged during the 1970s resonated throughout the following decades and remain 

with the field today. 

Centers for Teaching and Learning. The changing landscape of higher 

education, in combination with a focus on faculty development efforts that highlighted 

emerging research on effective teaching and learning practice, sparked intentional 

development and study of centers for teaching and learning in the late 2000s 

(Bernstein & Ginsberg, 2009). These centers are essentially mini institutes within 

universities that provide a one-stop shop for faculty development on topics beyond 

traditional scholarship and typically focus on skills such as technology integration, 

curriculum development, course evaluation, and online course design (Linder, 2012).  

Centers for teaching and learning are in keeping with research that states that 

professional development activities that include flexible opportunities, such as 

distance learning, are critical supports that can engage adjunct teachers (Webb, Wong 

& Huball, 2013). However, centers for teaching and learning have traditionally been 

located in physical spaces with faculty development offerings provided either in-

person or via on-demand electronic media such as self-paced tutorials, on-demand 

videos or other electronic resources. While studies indicate that self-paced online 

professional development offerings are a promising way to help faculty engage in on-

demand professional development opportunities (Babinski, et al, 2001; Velez, A.M., 
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2009; Brooks & Gibson, 2012; Stigler & Givvin, 2016), an important missing piece in 

these models is faculty collaboration among working practitioners who are not able to 

travel to live meeting sites.  

Other Types of Faculty Communities. In the world of faculty development, 

there are a few key socially constructed activities that are worth exploring briefly 

because they appear frequently in the literature. One type of activity is called a Faculty 

Learning Community (FLC), which was founded in the late 1970s as a way to create a 

space to share scholarship and has grown over time (Cox, 2009). Communities of 

Practice (COPs) are also frequently mentioned in articles on faculty development, and 

these socially constructed learning groups may be oriented around any topic of shared 

inquiry. While Centers for Teaching and Learning, Faculty Learning Communities, 

and Communities of Practice provide essential supports for faculty and organizational 

development efforts, the literature shows that they are missing key ingredients needed 

to qualify as a PLC, which is the primary focus of inquiry in this study.  

The Role of Professional Learning Communities in Teacher Development 

This study uses the following definition of a PLC: a group of teaching 

professionals within a higher education setting that regularly meets to exchange ideas, 

monitor student progress and identify professional development needs; members of 

the PLC may also collaborate, share, engage in reflective practice and work on 
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products intended to enhance student learning outcomes (Blitz & Schulman, 2016). 

Professional learning communities have been touted for more than 20 years as an 

effective approach to professional teaching development and organizational change in 

K-12 settings (Hord, 1997; DuFour, Eaker, Many & DuFour, 2005). Hord (1997) 

suggests that effective professional learning communities include: supportive and 

shared leadership; collective creativity; shared values and vision; supportive 

conditions; and shared personal practice. A call for PLCs in higher education (Eaker & 

Sells, 2015) has been issued as a way to enhance faculty development and improve 

student learning outcomes in higher education. While there is not substantive research 

on how to develop, facilitate, sustain, and evaluate PLCs in higher education, this 

study acknowledges the lessons learned from PLCs in other settings.   

Research on PLCs has typically focused on educators at the K-12 level and 

early research on outcomes included greater academic gains for students and smaller 

achievement gaps between students from different backgrounds (Hord, 1997). 

Research has also shown that to some extent, PLCs improve students' academic and 

social achievement (Rungrojngarmcharoen, 2013). Intanam and Wongwanich (2014) 

conducted a mixed methods study to determine results of designing and implementing 

a PLC in a grade school setting that included mutual commitment, collaborative 

activities, and knowledge sharing on teachers and students. Results found that students 

enhanced their skills and knowledge and that both teachers and students demonstrated 
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positive attitudes toward, and active engagement in, learning activities. This is in 

keeping with earlier research that showed that PLCs that demonstrate key 

characteristics such as successful collaboration, focus on student learning, and 

continuous educator learning improve both teaching and student achievement (Vescio 

et al., 2008). In addition, research on PLCs also consistently cites a need for strong 

educational leadership to help develop and sustain collaborative learning communities 

to enhance practice and learning outcomes (Rungrojngarmcharoen, 2013; Huggins, 

Scheurich, & Morgan, 2011). 

Some researchers on PLCs, however, caution against drawing a direct 

connection between a PLC and student improvement because there are too many 

variables involved and that without empirical research, PLCs might not have as much 

impact as claimed (Bryk, Camburn & Louis, 1999; Seashore, Anderson & Rydel, 

2003). In addition, research (Intanam & Wongwanich, 2014) highlights the importance 

of understanding obstacles such as time constraints and lack of facilitators to help 

sustain PLCs. It is important to note again that the research that exists within this field 

is focused on traditional face-to-face or hybrid PLCs within K-12 settings, and it does 

not currently address PLCs within higher education that use online digital habitats to 

meet and collaborate virtually. Turning to research on online learning environments 

for adult students is one avenue to explore when considering insights about online 

collaboration.   
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Online Learning & Social Constructivism 

In exploring ways to create faculty develop opportunities that help 

geographically dispersed and part-time faculty connect and collaborate, much can be 

gleaned from the research on adult learners and online education regarding the design 

of online environments and conditions needed for participant success. This study 

focuses on adult learners, as defined by Malcolm Knowles –  credited with defining 

the field of teaching and learning in adulthood – who argued that assumptions about 

adult learners are different from the assumptions made about children and youth as 

learners (1984). Knowles suggested that core principles should be involved in teaching 

and learning in adulthood: an individual’s involvement in designing and evaluating 

their education; recognition that prior experience – successes and mistakes – are 

foundational to learning; the importance of making learning personally meaningful 

and relevant; and that adult learning should be problem-based as opposed to content-

based (1984). The assumptions and core principles of adult learning theory that 

Knowles advocated also resonate in the literature on online education that highlights 

suggested ingredients for success in this modality for learning. 

Online Education. This study uses the definition of online education by the 

Online Learning Consortium (2015), which describes it as learning where all activity 

is completed in an online environment and no physical face-to-face sessions are 

required. Online education delivery software, known as learning management systems 
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(LMS), is widely used as an online environment that delivers information and 

interactions within online courses; these same systems, however, are often nimble 

enough to embrace the spirit of online collaboration that many educators advocated for 

during the early days of web-based educational technologies (Bates, 2012). Recent 

research related to online group work (Chang & Kang, 2016) outlines some of the 

challenges of this type of work, such as the need for clarity in leadership roles and 

streamlining the management of online collaboration. As a result of the research, the 

authors advocate for established communication guidelines, use of cloud-based 

collaboration tools beyond an LMS, and facilitation that monitors the group work 

while also allowing for freedom, ownership, and autonomy. Collaboration is a 

hallmark of PLCs (Hord, 1997) and was an essential ingredient in early dialog around 

technology and online education and continues to be relevant today.  

Collaborative learning has been at the heart of online education since at least 

the late 1970s when a networked collaborative learning approach was developed at the 

New Jersey Institute of Technology (Hiltz and Turoff, 1978). This approach, called 

computer-mediated communication, focused on interaction as opposed to content 

management as the foundation of its collaborative approach. An article in the first 

volume of the Journal of Distance Education by long-time online learning expert Tony 

Bates advocated that Internet technology was best used as a collaboration tool between 

teachers and learners as opposed to a technology to manage learning behavior (Bates, 
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1986). The debate about whether online learning should be focused on transmission of 

content from experts to students or be focused on online interaction and collaborative 

learning was a dominant force in online education during the 1990s and remains 

unsettled (Downes, 2012). Online education as a modality has been studied for at least 

30 years, and the resulting research can help provide evidence-informed guidance 

about developing online PLCs.    

Social Constructivism. Research shows that a social-constructivist approach – 

one that helps participants interact, collaborate and learn from one another (Vygotsky, 

1978) – is a preferred instructional strategy for engagement and student success in 

online learning environments (Ruey, 2010). In addition, early research on adult online 

education connected the specific needs of adult learners in online education with a 

constructivist teaching and learning approach (Huang, 2002), which is in keeping with 

Knowles’ assumptions and principles about teaching and learning in adulthood (1984) 

because it encourages learners to share their prior experience and collaborate on 

problem-based learning projects.  

 A social-constructivist approach to education views knowledge as subjective 

and socially constructed in a dynamic manner that requires communication between 

teachers and learners while also emphasizing reflection, dialog, and group work 

(Bates, 2017). This perspective on learning can be found in Russian psychologist Lev 

Vygotsky’s work in the 1930s, which didn’t become popularized until the 1990s 
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(Palinscar, 1998). For Vygotsky learning was a dynamic, social process in which 

potential for learning is a lifelong possibility (Tomic & Kingma, 1996). In the 1990s 

as Vygotsky’s work was re-examined and studied, two of his concepts were 

highlighted as essential to a social-constructivist view of learning: 1) that a learner’s 

current developmental state is different than that learner’s potential with assistance – 

known as the zone of proximal development (Palinscar, 1998), and 2) in a social 

learning environment there may be individuals who can provide assistance to those 

struggling with a task, process, or concept because they have better understanding or a 

higher ability level – known as the more knowledgeable other (Baleghizadeh, Memar 

& Memar, 2010). This type of collaborative social approach to teaching and learning 

is at the heart of a social-constructivist approach to online learning.   

Research on online learning environments has shown over the years that – if 

the online space is designed with a collaborative structure in mind – it can have the 

same or better outcomes for students as face-to-face environments, and in some cases 

can enhance performance (Lou, 2004; Tutty and Klein, 2008). In Tutty and Klein’s 

(2007) study, for example, the research found that students in the face-to-face setting 

performed better on post-course quizzes, but students who participated in the online 

collaborative environment performed better on project work. Since PLCs typically 

engage in project work as opposed to quiz-style assessments of knowledge, this 

research points to online PLCs as possibly promising environments to carry out the 
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types of collaborative project work that members in PLCs typically perform. For 

institutions that want to develop collaborative online communities, understanding 

collaborative structures in online environments has implications for the design of 

online PLCs that seek to increase collaborative faculty development efforts. 

Emerging Studies on Online PLCs 

The author of this research project conducted an exploratory qualitative study 

in 2016 of a fully online reflective practice group within the University System of 

New Hampshire that was later published (Moser, 2017). That study found that the 

group, which worked fully online using a learning management system and various 

web-based meeting technologies, had a driving purpose to enhance student success in 

online classes – which moved it into the realm of a PLC – and collaborated in ways 

that matched a constructivist approach. The study explored processes of interaction 

and participant attitudes. In addition, the study found the following common themes 

that may provide a flexible framework for promising practices related to developing 

and sustaining fully online PLCs: 

• A common, student-centered mission 

• A drive to develop and test solutions directly related to the mission 

• Facilitation of meetings, and consistent meeting times 

• Use of an online workspace 
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• Regular participant attendance 

• Collaborative projects  

• Dedication to share findings in an effort to enhance student success 

While this study provided interesting insights about a fully online PLC in higher 

education, the research at the time (Moser, 2017) did not study the design of the online 

PLC, describe how educational leadership manifested in facilitation roles, identify any 

artifacts that could be analyzed, or inquire about how members perceived the PLC’s 

structure and its impact on teaching practice and student learning outcomes.  

Summary 

Research on faculty development (Lewis, 2006; Bernstein & Ginsberg, 2009; 

Linder, 2012), professional learning communities (Hord, 1997; Huggins, Scheurich, & 

Morgan, 2011; Rungrojngarmcharoen, 2013; Intanam & Wongwanich, 2014), and 

design of online collaborative structures (Bates, 2012; Chang & Kang, 2016) point to 

the possibility that online PLCs may be a path that allows geographically dispersed, 

time-bound, or part-time faculty to engage in collaborative professional development 

work that sparks teaching and organizational change and ultimately benefits students. 

Common success factors in the literature on PLCs, online learning and collaborative 

communities include, but are not limited to: 1) a social-constructivist approach to the 

design of the online community (Ruey, 2010; Huang, 2002), 2) members who are 
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skilled in effective facilitation (Rungrojngarmcharoen, 2013; Intanam & Wongwanich, 

2014), 3) a focus on student success (Blitz, 2013), 4) supportive shared leadership 

(Hord, 1997), and 5) opportunities to reflect and share work for continued 

enhancement (Hord, 1997; Blitz, 2016).  

Emerging studies on online communities also provide insights to draw from, 

yet a research void about online PLCs in higher education still remains, especially 

when it comes to empirical studies that measure impact on student learning outcomes 

(Blitz, 2013). While a recent survey of more than 900 higher education faculty and 

administrators indicated that more than half were engaged in some type of PLC 

(Margolis, 2018), the study did not describe how data was collected, what definition 

parameters were used for the term PLC, the number of respondents to that question, as 

well as the methodology and other important factors that are often transparent in 

traditional research. In addition, PLCs have been cited as a possible solution for 

teaching and organizational change for enhanced student learning outcomes (Eaker & 

Sells, 2015), yet researchers have urged caution about overstating possibilities and 

impacts of PLCs in general (Bryk, Camburn & Louis, 1999; Seashore, Anderson & 

Rydel, 2003). This caution is especially important for online PLCs in higher education 

because the underlying assumptions in the literature – even if empirically proven – 

may not be generalizable to institutes of higher education. In addition, there is a noted 

gap in literature on new modalities of online collaboration. In attempting to define 
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online education for this study, it was noted that descriptions of the modalities 

available under the umbrella of e-learning (Online Learning Consortium, 2015) did 

not include learning offerings where both synchronous (live) virtual class sessions and 

asynchronous online learning environments occur throughout the learning event. Web-

based virtual meeting and collaboration software, such as Zoom, WebEx, Google docs 

and others make it possible for people to meet and collaborate synchronously over the 

Internet.    

In order to begin to address the lack of data on this topic, more information is 

needed about online PLCs in higher education. Specifically, how online PLCs in 

higher education are developed, how participants collaborate within the online PLC, 

how the facilitation process ensues within the PLC, the types of collaborative work 

that may contribute to enhanced student learning outcomes, and how participants 

perceive the PLC and its impact on teaching practice and student learning outcomes.  
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Chapter 3 – Methodology 

Overview 

 Research regarding essential characteristics of traditional PLCs in K-12 

settings is strong, yet there is a research gap about online PLCs, especially within 

higher education and as related to their impact on student learning outcomes. This 

study explored the following research questions:  

• How is an online PLC in higher education designed and how are 

educational technologies used to facilitate, sustain, collaborate, and 

share practice in an online PLC in higher education? 

• How does educational leadership manifest in facilitation roles in an 

online PLC in higher education?  

• How, why, and what type of artifacts are produced by members as a 

result of participating in an online PLC in higher education?  

• How do members of an online PLC in higher education perceive its 

structure and its impact on their teaching practice and student learning 

outcomes?  
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Research Design 

This study embraced an exploratory, qualitative, descriptive single case study 

methodology. This methodology was fitting for the research questions because the 

study sought to describe a current phenomenon – an online PLC in higher education – 

in its own bound context (Yin, 2014). The study was informed by Sharan Merriam’s 

(1998) approach to conducting qualitative case studies, which views them as “an 

intensive, holistic description and analysis of a bounded phenomenon such as a 

program, an institution, a person, a process, or social unit” (p. xiii). Merriam’s 

approach to case study research seeks to focus on the particulars of the bound case and 

describe the phenomenon being studied – in this case, an online PLC within higher 

education. In addition, the underlying epistemological lens that informed this 

qualitative case study is rooted in a constructivist method, which views knowledge as 

subjective and socially constructed (Vygotsky, 1978); this is in alignment with the 

study because both the topic being studied and the researcher herself posit an 

assumption that reality is socially constructed.     

Setting & Participants  

For the purposes of this study, the case in question was an online PLC defined 

in alignment with both Stake and Merriam’s view that a case has both boundaries and 

functioning parts (Stake, 1995; Merriam, 1998). It is important to keep in mind that in 
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case study selection, the goal is to understand the one case and select a case that can 

maximize what can be learned (Stake, 1995). While identifying a typical case is not 

required for a solid instrumental case study (Case, 1995), the participants and setting 

of this study were selected using a typical purposive sampling method based on the 

following inclusion and exclusion criteria, which was informed by the literature on 

PLCs and similar communities.  

Inclusion Criteria 

The following inclusion criteria informed the purposive sampling method for this 

study: 

• Meets this study’s Professional Learning Community (PLC) definition as 

previously outlined 

• Members collaborate almost exclusively using online technology 

• Presence of online digital habitat that can be observed 

• Established for at least six months and has members that have collaborated on 

at least one project to enhance student learning outcomes 

Exclusion Criteria  

The following exclusion criteria informed the purposive sampling method for this 

study: 
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• Centers for Teaching and Learning, which are traditionally location-based; 

instances with an online component tend to provide on-demand curated 

resources only with no or limited opportunity to collaborate; in addition, 

enhanced student learning outcomes does not appear to be a primary 

activity within these settings 

• Communities of Practice are excluded because definitions (Wenger-

Trayner, 2015) do not focus on enhanced student learning outcomes as a 

primary goal 

• Faculty Learning Communities typically focus on shared scholarship and 

enhanced student learning outcomes are not a driving factor (Cox, 2009)    

A typical purposive sampling method was effective for this study because the 

literature provides guidance about essential characteristics of effective PLCs as well as 

collaboration in online learning environments, and this information guided the 

selection of the case study sample based on a case that the researcher believed would 

provide relevant, rich, and robust data (Fraenkel, Wallen and Hyun, 2012).

 Researching and analyzing online communities is an emerging field that 

requires special consideration given the volume of data that may be available, 

including case site selection. Kozinets, Dolbec, and Earley (2014), suggest that 

researchers should begin with one site to develop an in-depth perspective of what is 
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happening in the online social space and that researchers have a participant-observer 

role to ensure the appropriate level of cultural engagement. For this study, the case site 

was the Online Reflective Practitioner Group – of which the researcher is a member 

and participant-observer – which meets the inclusion criteria and included five active 

members at the time of study from across the University System of New Hampshire. 

Participants were all instructors in higher education who primarily teach online 

courses. 

 While a prior qualitative study conducted by the researcher in 2016 revealed 

insights about processes of interaction regarding this fully online PLC, the study did 

not focus on or describe aspects of design, educational leadership in facilitation roles, 

artifacts produced by the group, or member perceptions about the PLC’s structure and 

its impact on teaching practice and student learning outcomes. This study sought to 

extend knowledge and insight about this online PLC through the following processes. 

Data Collection Process 

Major theorists in case study methodology agree that the research design 

should include multiple sources of data (Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2014). The 

data collection process for this study followed Merriam’s (1998) guidance related to 

careful observation, mining data from artifacts, and effective interviews. The 

researcher, who is a member of the Online Reflective Practitioner Group, embraced a 
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participant-observer approach and included checks for biases as described in case 

study methodology best practices (Yin, 2014). As a member of the group, the 

researcher has access to the PLC as an observer and confined observations and data 

collection to resources, artifacts, and interactions that occurred from July 1, 2016 

through November 20, 2017. Focusing on data generated prior to the study’s data 

collection phase reduces researcher impact on the data collected and avoids 

inadvertent participant-observer manipulation of the data (Yin, 2014). 

A framework as suggested by Miles and Huberman (1994) helps guide a case 

study by outlining possible relationships that may be in operation based on the 

literature and create categories for general constructs. This type of framework is also 

recommended (Yin, 2014) as a guidepost to return to once data analysis begins to keep 

the report within scope of the original aims. Figure 2 provides information about the 

key themes from the literature, including Hord’s (2004) list of essential characteristics 

of PLCs, that were used in this study as general conceptual constructs to create a 

topical outline that helped guide data collection (Stake, 1995).  
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Figure 2. Constructs from the literature guiding the case study’s data collection and 

analysis. 

 

PLC Observation  

• Background and history 

• Design of the PLC 

- Constructivist? 

• Educational technologies used 

- Collaboration?  

• Educational leaders skilled in 

facilitation (while allowing for shared 

leadership, ownership, freedom, and 

autonomy) 

• Focus on student success 

 

PLC Artifacts   

• Description of types, conditions of 

production, conditions of use, and 

relevance to the study 

 

 

Perceptions – Interviews  

• Questions will focus on participants’ 

perceptions about the online PLC in 

relation to the constructs above as well 

as feelings and opinions about its design 

and impact on their teaching practice 

and student learning outcomes 

Hord (2004), a leading 

expert in the field of a 

professional learning 

communities posits that 

PLCs have essential 

characteristics, 

including: 

• Supportive and 

shared 

leadership 

 

• Shared values 

and vision 

 

• Collective 

learning and the 

application of 

that learning 

 

• Shared practice 

 

• Supportive 

conditions for 

the maintenance 

of the learning 

community 
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Observations 

Observations were conducted by accessing the online PLC digital habitat and 

using observation protocols as outlined by Merriam (1998). The observations were 

bound by the interactions and artifacts available within the confines of the digital 

habitat. Observations as a source of evidence can provide information about the 

context of a case and participant-observer data can illuminate insights about 

interpersonal behavior and motives (Yin, 2014). For this study a researcher-created 

typology inspired by the conceptual constructs as outlined in Figure 2, which is 

included in the Appendix, guided the observation and the written account. The written 

account served as the field notes segment of the case study’s data set. The observation 

typology helped guide the researcher by providing a framework with essential 

components for careful observation (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Stake, 1995), such as 

the date and time of the observation, a section to create a diagram of the setting, ample 

space for follow-up notes, consecutive line numbering on the left-hand margin to 

increase the ease of coding, and areas to allow the researcher to include her own 

thoughts about hunches, feelings, speculations, working hypothesis, and observer 

actions and assertions upon reflection. 

Of important note is the nature of the setting that was observed. As an online 

digital habitat, the case observed had a variety of data sources that were explored 

including text-based interactions, videos, audio, photos, and other types of electronic 
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data that needed to be thoroughly described. To address the unique nature of this 

setting, observation field notes embraced data collection recommendations from the 

emerging field of netnography, which is a virtual ethnography methodology used to 

analyze online cultures (Kozinets, Dolbec & Earley, 2014). As the observations 

occurred, special notes were made about the timing of interactions as they occurred in 

the digital habitat and timestamps and other important information about electronic 

data to assist with the coding process and data analysis was included (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016), which enhanced the field notes by including timing as a way to 

contextualize the case study’s observation data. In addition, all notes about the 

observation session were completed immediately after the observation session to 

increase recall (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

Participant-observer data collection has established weaknesses that needed to 

be addressed in this study. For example, participant-observation can create a condition 

called reflexivity in which actions may be modified because participants are aware 

that they are being observed (Yin, 2014). To minimize the risk of reflexivity, the study 

only observed interactions and artifacts during the established timeframe of July 1, 

2016 through November 20, 2017, which was prior to the date the study began.  

Data from Artifacts 

Work products from the online PLC digital habitat were collected and mined 

for data to create an additional data source that contributed to triangulation of 
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qualitative data. Artifacts included meeting agendas, meeting minutes, forum posts, 

videos, and teaching and learning resources – such as rubrics, common activities, and 

research articles – that were collaboratively developed or shared. It is important to 

note that the goals of the online PLC inform the work completed as well as the types 

of artifacts that are created. For example, if an online PLC has a goal to align and 

scaffold assignments to help students meet program-level outcomes across the 

curriculum the artifacts produced will likely be much different than an online PLC that 

is comprised of faculty across a college or university who are working to enhance the 

student experience in online courses. The researcher maintained a careful approach to 

documenting artifacts to ensure there was a rich set of data to draw from.    

While artifacts often provide insight into cultural features and operations of the 

PLC as well as serve as corroborating data from other sources, potential weaknesses of 

this data source include whether the artifacts are available (Yin, 2014). For this study, 

artifacts were all available and accessible to the researcher. All identifying 

information, such as names or course designations, was removed before saving the 

artifacts to an encrypted folder on the researcher’s password-protected computer. 

Artifacts were reviewed, examined, and described using a mix of both preset codes 

and emergent codes as outlined in the Appendix.  
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Interviews 

Interviews followed a semi-structured design (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) that 

was informed by Patton’s (2015) suggestion to ask questions that are related to 

experience and behavior, opinions and values, feelings, knowledge, sensory 

experiences, and demographic and background information. Structured questions were 

developed following the constructs in Figure 2. All active participants and one 

participant who recently left the group were invited to participate in the study. 

Interviews provide opportunities for focused insights about the case, including 

explanations of phenomena as well as perceptions, attitudes, and meaning-making 

among participants (Yin, 2014). The interviews were semi-structured to allow for 

iterative exploration and lasted between 45 to 60 minutes each, allowing for extended 

time to address emergent themes. A description of the interview guide is located in the 

Appendix. Care was taken to articulate questions in a way that focused on the case and 

minimized the risk of response bias (Yin, 2014).  

Interviews were conducted electronically using Zoom, an encrypted web-based 

meeting software solution that allows for computer screen sharing and recording as 

well as simple audio interaction for participants who prefer not to share video, though 

all participants shared their video. For the purpose of this study, interviews were 

conducted in an iterative fashion using the semi-structured interview questions to 

focus the questions while also allowing for unique experiences and stories to emerge. 
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The researcher embraced Stake’s (1995) approach to conducting interviews; the 

interview itself was a time of listening and note-taking by the researcher, and a written 

facsimile of the interview with interpretive commentary was completed within a few 

hours after each interview was conducted.   

Case Study Database and Data Management Plan 

Case observation notes, artifact descriptions, and interview facsimiles with 

interpretive notes comprised the case study database, which is essential to help 

organize the data and create a record of raw data, which boosts the reliability of the 

study (Yin, 2014). The data collected and stored for this study did not include any 

identifying information and was stored electronically within password protected 

folders on the researcher’s password-protected computer. Recording transcripts from 

meeting videos were edited to remove any identifying information, such as speaker’s 

names, and were saved to a password-protected file folder on the researcher’s 

password-protected computer. Recording and storing interviews in this manner 

allowed for additional exploration as needed. Back-up files to minimize unanticipated 

data loss were uploaded monthly to and stored on a single password-protected portable 

memory device. This memory device was kept in a locked file drawer at the 

researcher’s office. All data on both the researcher’s computer and the portable 

memory device will be deleted no later than three years after the dissertation and 

defense is concluded.   
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Data Analysis  

Case study analysis includes an exploration of the data as well as a descriptive 

overview of the case and its setting (Creswell, 2007). The constructs in Figure 2 

guided data analysis and were revisited at all phases of data analysis to minimize the 

risk of analyzing data beyond the study’s scope and to focus the study (Yin, 1994). 

Data was analyzed concurrently as it was collected, which is common for qualitative 

case studies (Merriam, 1998). To enhance the study’s credibility (Patton, 1999) and 

reduce chances for misunderstanding or misrepresentation (Stake, 1995), data was 

drawn from three sources: participant-observation, artifacts, and interviews.  

The three data sources – case observation notes, artifact descriptions, and 

interview facsimiles with interpretive notes – were analyzed using Merriam and 

Tisdell’s (2016) process, which included: 

• An open coding process to begin the process of category construction of 

potentially relevant data 

• Sorting data to identify key themes, categories, and subcategories 

• Assigning names to the categories based on constructs from the literature, 

including Hord’s list of essential PLC characteristics (2004) 

• Deciding upon the number of categories to be used, ensuring that categories 

are plausible to boost reliability and dependability 

Using three sources of data and coding that data to develop interpretations and 
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findings as outlined is an essential strategy to promote validity and reliability in 

qualitative analysis (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The coded data from the three sources 

was then compared and cross-checked to illuminate converging patterns to help 

increase the credibility of findings (Yin, 2014). Of important note is that this study 

embraced an approach to triangulation that is informed by a postmodern perspective 

called crystallization (Richardson, 2000; Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005), explored 

more in chapter 4 and which views triangulation as dependent on viewpoints, thus 

adding complexity to data analysis. 

This study also conducted a member check of interpretations, findings, and 

assertions from study participants for validation or plausibility enhancement, which 

embraced the study’s constructivist spirit and enhanced its rigor during data analysis 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). In addition, a discussion with dissertation committee 

members about the data provided a peer review check of data analysis. These activities 

served as efforts to disconfirm assertions and were additional strategies that sought to 

enhance the study’s reliability and validity (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Stake, 1995). 

Stake’s (1995) case study report checklist, along with additional guidance from 

Creswell (2007) and Miles and Huberman (1994) was used to guide the final analysis, 

which takes the form of a descriptive case narrative and provides a rich narrative 

description that allows readers to discern the degree to which research findings of the 

case are generalizable to their own context – both of which were additional strategies 
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to boost the study’s validity and reliability (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Providing 

readers with a rich narrative and raw data embraces a constructivist approach so that 

the analysis provides readers with essential information they can form their own 

assertions from, which is commonly referred to as naturalistic generalizations (Stake, 

1995). A case report outline is included in the Appendix, and this guided the 

descriptive case narrative.  

Ethical Considerations 

There was minimal risk to participants in this study. An explanation of the 

study and information about informed consent was provided during an initial 

conversation with case site participants. Informed consent forms and project 

information was provided to all participants, and participants could withdraw at any 

time. Because this study had minimal risks, efforts to minimize risk were focused on 

appropriate data collection, storage, and confidentiality procedures. Data collection 

followed protocols as outlined. Participants could opt not to participate in the study 

and withdraw from the study at any time, though none withdrew from the study. 
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Chapter 4 – Data Analysis and Findings 

Issue Identification, Purpose and Method 

 The make-up of faculty staffing patterns in colleges and universities across the 

United States has changed over the past decade to include a steadily increasing 

number of part-time, contingent adjunct faculty (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2015), with estimates currently at more than 50 percent. Professional 

Learning Communities have been cited as having significant potential to engage 

faculty in higher education activities that focus on enhanced student outcomes (Hord, 

1997; Rungrojngarmcharoen, 2013), yet discussions and recommendations around 

these activities are rooted in more traditional faculty models where collaborative work 

is conducted in-person. Limited guidance has been offered about how PLCs can 

embrace online modalities to engage adjunct faculty who are often limited by time and 

geographical considerations, and a known research gap has been identified in relation 

to online PLCs, especially those that are social-constructivist in nature (Blitz, 2013).    

This study was an exploratory, qualitative single case study of an online PLC 

within higher education that sought to answer the following questions: 

• How is an online PLC in higher education designed and how are educational 

technologies used to facilitate, sustain, collaborate, and share practice? 
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• How does educational leadership manifest in facilitation roles in an online PLC 

in higher education?  

• How, why, and what types of artifacts are produced by members as a result of 

participating in an online PLC in higher education?  

• How do members of an online PLC in higher education perceive its structure 

and its impact on their teaching practice and student learning outcomes?  

The study explored and described the phenomenon of a fully online PLC within a 

higher education setting to extend emerging knowledge about this type of faculty 

development activity. The study explored how a PLC in an online modality uses 

educational technologies, the nature of collaboration between members, what 

facilitation looks like, the types of collaboratively created artifacts, and perceptions of 

members about the PLC’s structure and its impact on their teaching practice and 

student learning outcomes.  

 

Constructivist Approach to Data Analysis 

A case study is not a methodology; instead, it represents a decision about the 

study’s focus (Patton, 2002). This study embraced a constructivist orientation as its 

lens to analyze the data, which explores how people in a particular setting construct 

reality, perceive the phenomenon, and resulting impact and consequences (Patton, 
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2002) of the PLC. A constructivist approach to data analysis situated the researcher 

within a paradigm (Patton, 2002) as described in the following table. 

Table 1. Situating the Research 

Orientation Description 

Ontology 

Reality The study embraces a relativistic approach, which 

posits that reality is co-constructed with research 

participants through dialog and member checks. 

Reality is viewed as context-dependent and not 

absolute (Patton, 2002). 

 

Epistemology 

Knowledge This study views knowledge as subjective and socially 

constructed (Patton, 2002). 

 

Methodology 

Analysis Lens This study embraces a social constructivist and 

constructivism approach, which focuses on how people 

in a particular setting have constructed reality (Patton, 

2002). 

 

Case studies that include a holistic approach, which strives to understand the case as a 

complex, context-dependent system, and keeps that approach at the heart of the 

inquiry and analysis are often regarded as well-crafted (Patton, 2002), and this study 

meets those approaches through strategies previously outlined. 

Data analysis for this study was conducted on all components of the case 

study’s record, which included data collected from three data sources. The case record 

included: over 20 pages of field notes from three observations lasting just over nine 
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hours; more than 300 pages of data from artifacts such as meeting minutes, forum 

posts, and transcribed video meetings; and observation notes from five separate hour-

long interview sessions. Analysis embraced Merriam and Tisdell’s (2016) process and 

included an open coding process to begin category construction based on semi-

structured pre-set codes based on essential PLC characteristics (Hord, 2004) and 

emergent codes. The relevant literature on PLCs and online learning environments 

helped shape the analytical focus and the constructs that formed the pre-set codes, 

which is an appropriate method to provide focus to the analysis (Patton, 2002). 

Categories were created and sorted during data collection to identify key themes, 

categories, and subcategories.  

The study embraced deductive analysis in its early phases, using constructs 

from the literature to analyze data according to an existing framework, and quickly 

began to concurrently use inductive analysis during the open coding process to 

identify and sort patterns and themes that emerged from the data (Patton, 2002). The 

researcher sorted categories and related data during and after data collection activities 

were conducted, which allowed the researcher to engage deeply with patterns and 

themes to determine the number and relevance of plausible categories. Coded data was 

compared and cross-checked with one another to illuminate converging patterns that 

increased the credibility of findings (Yin, 2014). While more than 12 tentative 

categories with numerous subcategories were initially created, the researcher 
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continuously engaged in drawing and painting sessions during and after data collection 

to embrace the intuitive nature of the study’s process (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) and 

engage in a flow activity, which can result in deep concentration and fulfillment 

(Dinozzi, 2004). More than 20 hours of drawing and painting time was completed, 

resulting in a small selection of usable graphics for the study; however, the most 

important part of this activity was to help the researcher concentrate on the 

multiplicity of possible themes to name, sort, and determine the number of categories 

and subcategories for the study.  

Narrative Description  

Case study research relies on a holistic and context-dependent approach 

(Patton, 2002) as well as thick description of data analysis to develop a case report 

(Yin, 2014; Stake, 1995; Patton, 2002; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The following 

narrative is based on the case record data as previously mentioned, and provides 

descriptions of the case, themes, key issues, steps taken to confirm and disconfirm 

observations, and assertions. In addition, a linear-analytic structure was embraced to 

develop the case study report, using the previously described constructs from the 

literature as a framework, which is an applicable approach (Yin, 2014) for exploratory 

case studies.  
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Introduction 

The Online Reflective Practitioner Group, established in approximately 2013, is 

comprised of adjunct faculty from across the University System of New Hampshire 

who predominantly teach online courses for one or more of the state’s sister higher 

education institutions. The group meets monthly using online meeting technology and 

has access to an online resource course within Plymouth State University’s learning 

management system that all members can contribute to and edit. While a few members 

have met in-person in different roles, the group itself has never met nor collaborated 

outside of online meetings and online spaces. The primary mission and vision of the 

group is to work collaboratively to identify issues and solutions that help adult learners 

succeed in online environments. The group’s processes of interaction appear to 

embrace a social-constructivist approach, with facilitation roles, topics, learning and 

application, collaborative work, and reflection occurring in a way that many members 

described as “organic.”  

All members at the time of study were females with at least 10 years of experience 

in online education, with most having multiple decades of experience in education and 

training industries. Five of the members were considered active, in that they were 

currently participating in the group’s monthly meetings and collaborative work, and 

one member in this study had recently become inactive and stepped away from the 
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group due to work/life demands. Members have had, and continue to hold, diverse and 

multiple roles in their education profession. All members taught as adjunct professors 

for the University System of New Hampshire in different disciplines, and all but one 

active member also served as adjunct faculty for higher education organizations 

outside of the university system. Additional roles that members have held or were 

engaged in at the time of study included faculty development, educational technology 

consultation, teacher preparation, instructional design, and higher education 

administration. Members were not aware of opportunities to connect with faculty in a 

similar way as the Online Reflective Practitioner Group – either within the University 

System of New Hampshire or in their other roles. 

 During interviews, members who had been with the group since its inception 

shared insights about the group’s history. One member recalled that while the group 

has always met and existed as an online PLC, that it began as a more traditional 

reflective practice PLC. Meeting facilitation relied on using established protocols to 

explore a lesson plan or concern related to student success, and eventually the 

protocols evolved to a more open-ended exploration of issues related to student 

success in online classes. Members were not aware of any particular reason why 

protocol use ended, though one participant wondered if it coincided with a time when 

one member needed to suspend their participation for a period of time due to personal 

issues. Over time, one member reflected, the group began to note that there were 
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themes emerging from the open-ended explorations and decided to collaboratively 

identify possible strategies to address some of the issues identified.   

Design of the Community  

Observations of the Reflective Practitioner Group’s online learning portal 

revealed that technology – in particular the web-based meeting technology, Zoom – 

plays a vital role in its design as well as supportive conditions and maintenance. Initial 

observations began with the group’s online repository, which is hosted in Plymouth 

State University’s Moodle learning management system like a traditional online 

course or online center, as illustrated in the following graphic.  
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Moser, J. (2018). Design of the Online Practitioner Group’s Online Repository. 
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There is a left-hand sidebar that is common to online courses, a central section with 

announcements and modules, and a right-hand sidebar that provides a real-time 

information feed of the latest posts within forums. The modules are structured by 

topics, and the primary action appears to take place within the “Community Forum” 

section of the environment, with posts mostly focused on meeting reminders, meeting 

minutes, and web links to recorded videos. Exploring forums as well as time stamps 

related to online interaction, topic-specific forums were noted as well as modules that 

show evidence of concentrated activity during specific timeframes, such as research 

gathering and article writing activities during spring and summer 2017.  

The design allows all participants to start new forum threads, and all 

participants are assigned a faculty role, which provides access to anyone enrolled in 

the course to make changes to its environment, such as adding forums, modules, 

moving resources, deleting information, and accessing logs that show actions. This is 

in keeping with a collaborative approach to management of the online environment, 

although no formal processes appear to exist in relation to managing this online space. 

Despite having full access to modify the course, only 12 editing actions total had been 

taken by members during the timeframe observed, primarily related to adding 

members or removing their own forum posts. Of the five active participants, all but 

one had logged in within the past seven days of the first observation session, 
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indicating that for most members, even though notifications from forums are pushed 

out to e-mail, the online space remains a place they visit routinely. 

Yet what was striking upon follow-up observations of the online space was 

how sparse activity was within the online space. In combination with the first 

observation that revealed very limited changes made to this online space, an 

exploration of patterns of activity was conducted. Primary activity was within the 

Community Forums, and out of 53 forum threads in that forum during the period of 

July 1, 2016 through November 20, 2017, only 13 were related to content beyond 

meeting reminders or follow-up meeting minutes. Of those 13, primary themes 

included exploration related to collaborating on an article and member updates related 

to the time they either had or did not have available for the group. Members were 

asked during the interview process about their thoughts about the online space within 

Moodle. One long-time member who described it as a space where the group shares 

notes, agendas, and videos decided to log in to the space during the interview process. 

The member chuckled when looking at it, explaining: “it’s not really set up well – not 

like how I would design an online course. And yet I love that it has a long history and 

represents our work together.” All but one member said they routinely access the 

online space and while two members noted the space itself was not organized, all 

members felt like they understood it well enough to be able to locate what they 

needed. “I hate that it’s hodgepodge,” a member said, “and yet I wouldn’t change a 
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thing! It’s nice that there’s only one place we need to go to access information about 

the group.”  

Communication Guidelines 

Although there were not any established communication or interaction 

guidelines posted within the online learning management system, an informal pattern 

of interaction as previously described is observable in the groups meeting minutes and 

the video recordings of monthly meetings. This same pattern was described once 

during the June 2017 meeting in the following way, which was provided for the 

benefit of the new member who joined beginning that month: 

We’re kind of an organic group so you’ll see that we switch off, you know, 

facilitation duties. You know I have it this month so my role will be to kind of 

write up some notes from today, share the recording….and then just remind 

people when the next meeting is. We have cycles and tend to go through 

exploration – which is the phase we’re entering right now, so it’s great you’re 

joining us. 

During the interview process, members indicated the they were not aware of explicit 

communications guidelines and yet felt as if the meeting facilitation role and the 

group’s cyclical pattern provided enough structure to keep communications engaging 

and respectful. One member who had been invited to a similar face-to-face group that 
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did have explicit communication guidelines and group norms shared that while 

distance was one factor for not joining that group, the primary factor was the 

seemingly strict and restrictive “rules and sanctions” related to participation. “If I 

don’t have the freedom to be able to share my thoughts and needs, I felt like ‘why 

bother?’” The theme of communications freedom – and openness in general – 

resonated strongly for all members during the interview process. 

Shared Vision and Values 

Shared vision and values is one of five key characteristics that comprise a PLC, 

according to longtime experts in the field (Hord & Sommers, 2008), and these shared 

concepts shape how the group’s members work together. An essential mission of 

vision and values in PLCs is enhanced student learning outcomes (Blitz & Schulman, 

2016, Hord & Sommers, 2008), and a predominant theme that emerged during the 

analysis phase was a collective and strong desire to explore effective teaching and 

learning practice that resulted in enhanced student outcomes for online learners in 

adult education settings. All members of the group teach online courses or help other 

faculty use online technology to teach, and a central pattern that emerged during data 

analysis included a continuous desire to embrace teaching practices that helped online 

students cultivate adult learner behaviors that are essential for success in an online 

environment. “There are a lot of assumptions about teaching online for both faculty 
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and students,” one member said during the interview process, noting that online 

education takes more time and requires a higher cognitive load due to increased levels 

of reading and engaging with student responses in forums and other group activities. 

High-quality student outcomes are a priority for members and designing effective 

online learning environments and engaging in critical online teaching strategies, such 

as engagement and feedback, is seen as essential to that process. Members felt 

strongly that carefully designed opportunities for consistent instructor-to-studen t 

engagement as well as cultivating online activities for student-to-student interactivity 

were essential ingredients when developing engaging online teaching environments. 

For members who had experience teaching in both face-to-face and online settings, a 

common perception was that while in-person settings provide both students and 

faculty with a sense of immediacy in terms of the ability to answer questions in real 

time and see student’s expressions and body language, online education has the 

potential to allow for the best of both worlds. “With creativity,” one member said, “I 

can do the same thing I can do in-person by holding synchronous online sessions to 

answer student questions.” Multiple members also noted how online education 

provides students with both additional time to process information and organize 

thoughts as well as a chance for all students to express themselves and build 

connections with peers that they may not otherwise have in face-to-face classes.  
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In addition, the concept of the adult learner as compared to observed student 

behavior in online classes was a common concern noted throughout the time period 

observed. For example, members often expressed concern over the year-and-a-half 

observed about student behaviors in online courses related to engagement, 

accountability, time investment, self-efficacy, and learning transfer. These concerns 

sparked members to revisit the group’s vision and values repeatedly. While the central 

theme of enhancing student learning outcomes in online courses remained central, 

members often re-examined their roles and teaching practices as online educators.     

Reflection on Shared Vision & Values. One event during the timeframe observed 

that had a significant impact on the group was during summer 2017 when another of 

the long-time members had to step away from the group due to personal and 

professional time constraints, leaving the group with only three active participants as 

opposed to its typical pattern of five to seven members. This provided remaining 

group members with an opportunity to reflect on its design, purpose and membership. 

While the group had asked questions in the past about its membership in relation to the 

ideal number of active participants and whether members should be limited to the 

University System of New Hampshire, the temporary loss of another member sparked 

an entire meeting’s dialog about the purpose of the group. 
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 During the initial dialog that took place during this reflection meeting, one 

member noted that she had a colleague within the university system who might be a 

good fit for the group and briefly described her background and experience. The group 

acknowledged that having a new member join was a possibility, yet whether the 

member was a good fit was of less concern than a broader conversation about the 

group’s purpose, how many members was an ideal number, processes of interaction, 

and when the best time to invite people in should be for both the group and new 

members to allow for optimal conditions for collaboration. “I think looking at our 

purpose and kind of formalizing that in some way that is still flexible enough to allow 

us to get what we need out of the group could be positive,” one member said, 

describing how getting clarity would help the group as well as new members so “they 

know what they’re signing up for.” The dialog during this meeting and partially into 

the next meeting explored ways the group could move toward a more formalized 

structure while also maintaining the flexibility members found valuable. Members 

discussed the organic nature of the group’s interactions and identified existing patterns 

of engagement that might provide a flexible framework related to the group’s work 

together. The concept of a seasonal, organic cycle was explored, which helped the 

group frame the nature of their work. Although there were not time-bound restrictions 

on the group’s different phases as calendar seasons have, the group gravitated toward 

the idea of organic seasons and cycles as a way to understand its own work. Members 
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identified the following activities that made up the group’s interactions, as illustrated 

in this research-created painting as part of the data analysis flow activities.    

 

Moser, J. (2018). Seasonal Cycles of the Online Reflective Practitioner Group. 

After exploring the group’s seasonal cycles, members returned to the idea of inviting a 

new member and discussed when the optimal time was to have a new member join the 

group. At the time of these conversations, the group has just completed a project 

together and were collaborating on a second practitioner article. “This probably 

wouldn’t be the best time for somebody new because they wouldn’t really have any 

way to feel a part,” one member said. The group discussed the importance of being 

able to explore ideas and felt that the “exploration” phase of the seasonal cycle was the 
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best time to invite the new prospective member. As the conversation around this topic 

neared its conclusion, one member noted that while they were excited about the article 

writing, part of them missed “just hearing what other people are doing or were you 

well… or our shared frustration with students not following directions.” Members 

concurred, with one member noting “I think that will happen again – it’s like a big 

cycle.” When asked about this time period during member interviews, all respondents 

felt as if it was a critical reflective period for the group, and that it was a positive 

process. “It was sad to lose a member, and bringing in someone new is always scary,” 

one member said. Another member also noted that it appeared to be an important 

reflective conversation that helped the group process its own meaning and purpose. “I 

thought the conversation we had as a result was very respectful and attempted to 

address everyone’s needs – including the new member.” In retrospect, members noted 

that the inclusion of a new member was not disruptive to the group’s identity or its 

processes, with one member describing her perception that “it feels like she’s always 

been a part of the group,” and that she wondered whether this feeling of belonging was 

because the new member was a colleague of one of the group’s existing members.   

Supportive and Shared Leadership 

Based on the literature, key characteristics of PLCs include supportive and 

shared leadership, especially in the role of facilitation that allows for sharing, 
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ownership, freedom, and autonomy (Hord, 2004). The Reflective Practitioner Group 

embodies all aspects of this key characteristic through a variety of approaches. The 

group’s facilitation role is shared and rotates from month to month. There is no strict 

pattern or schedule for members, and during the year-and-a-half-long timeframe that 

this study observed, facilitation responsibilities are rarely set more than three months 

in advance. The facilitation schedule appears to be determined organically, depending 

on a member’s availability or experience in the group. While the facilitation role is not 

predetermined, responsibility appears to be equitable and shared across time.  

 Leadership in the facilitation role is guided by an unstated, yet observable 

pattern from month to month. The group appears to have informally adopted a 

framework for processes of interaction for each meeting that includes: 

o A reminder including the link to the meeting a week prior (and often 

the morning of the meeting) 

o Opening the meeting with thanks and gratitude 

o Recapping the last meeting briefly 

o Checking in about the proposed agenda and allow for the possibility for 

additional new topics to be added 

o An exploration of topics agreed upon that focuses on specific themes 

while allowing for “off-topic” ideas to be shared 
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o A recap of what was explored, including restatement of any tasks and 

associated deadlines that were collectively agreed upon 

o A reminder about the next meeting and a call for facilitation  

o A brief dialog about topics or themes to be focused on during the next 

meeting 

o Closing expressions of gratitude 

o A follow-up post in the groups online forum, with a link to meeting 

minutes and a recording of the video, if applicable 

When asked what a typical month looks like and what is required of the facilitation 

role, members described the process listed above, but were not sure how the practice 

began. Role responsibilities are not formally described or communicated, and all 

members indicated that they learned what the meeting structure and facilitation role 

required by observing. In addition, prior experiences of members were often 

highlighted, with one member noting “we’re all professionals in our fields with 

experience, so we’ve done it in other settings.”   

Collective Learning and Application 

Another key attribute of PLCs, according to the literature, is a group that 

engages in collegial inquiry and reflection to address identified concerns and 

opportunities related to enhanced student learning outcomes (Hord & Sommers, 
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2008). Application might include new or tweaked teaching practices that help 

underperforming learners, refining policies such as penalties for late assignments, or 

other instructional strategies focused on student success. The group continuously 

engaged in a variety of collective learning and application of the learning during the 

time period observed. All members teach in an adjunct capacity across a wide variety 

of disciplines or develop teachers from diverse disciplines and contexts, both within 

the same university system and for external institutes of higher education. Sharing 

individual teaching practices as well as practices related to policies, organization of 

administrative functions, and differences in student populations, was observed as a 

primary way that the group learned collectively.  

 In addition, the group embarked on a collaborative exploration on the topic of 

andragogy, or adult learners. This collective effort resulted in numerous shared 

research articles, a synthesis of the themes found within the literature on the topic, and 

a dialog within a related forum about emerging patterns and themes as it related to the 

questions the group had about adult learners in online education courses, in particular: 

what skills, knowledge, and attitudes are needed for an adult student to embody the 

attributes ascribed to an adult learner as posited by the field of andragogy? This 

collective research resulted in a group project in which members who were teaching 

upcoming online classes experimented with a “Course Start-Up” project. Three of the 

members created a forum during the first week of an upcoming class that shared an 
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evidence-informed list of the top considerations for learning online and tips for adult 

students to be successful. The forum asked students to describe what they found most 

surprising, along with what steps they would take to ensure they would be successful 

in the class. In addition, a check-in at the midpoint of the term was added to provide 

faculty with an opportunity to remind students about their own self-created goals and 

inquire about any supports that were needed or questions the students had.  

Over the course of two semesters, enough informal data was gathered for the 

group to share practices as it related to the “Course Start-Up” project, and as a result, 

the group collaboratively agreed to write a practitioner article to share insights beyond 

the group. In addition, one member participated in the 2017 World Conference on 

Distance Education and presented on the group’s work and article findings. One 

common theme that emerged during the time period observed was the group’s desire 

to move beyond a practice-based approach to sharing and toward empirical research 

that would allow the group to develop and conduct a study that could be submitted to a 

peer-reviewed journal. During multiple meetings, members explored other ways to 

share existing collaborative work, such as via newsletters, practitioner journals, and 

blogs or podcasts. A common desire to move beyond practitioner sharing to more 

robust empirical studies, however, was expressed. At first, the group needed to explore 

their own institution’s policies related to research and the Institutional Review Board 

Process (IRB). Resulting conversations discussed the confusion surrounding which 
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sister institution would “hold” the IRB for a joint project. And although it was 

discovered that each institution could apply for its own IRB and conduct the research, 

some institutions expressed concern about validity and reliability due to an abundance 

of variables, especially as each institution has differing admission criteria, processes, 

instructional expectations and supports, role responsibilities, and different educational 

platforms. The group decided to continue exploring this topic and appears dedicated to 

a future empirical research project.  

Shared Practice  

As a group with members who are part of the same university system across 

multiple institutions – and who also serve as adjunct faculty and bring perspectives 

from higher education organizations outside of the University System of New 

Hampshire – the Reflective Practitioner Group typically shares teaching practice as 

related to common themes. This activity of sharing personal practice is another key 

characteristic of PLCs and is supportive in nature as opposed to evaluative (Hord & 

Sommers, 1998). The Online Reflective Practitioner Group uses topics generated from 

meeting to meeting to structure the focus of shared practice. During the data analysis, 

the following topics framed the conversations around shared practice: 

• Feedback and Engagement 
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o Complexity related to the variety of approaches and ways to 

enter grades and feedback, even within the same LMS system 

o Ways that new educational technologies both shape the nature 

of assessment, with additional ways to provide audio and video 

feedback, as well as the criteria for assignments that are 

submitted using emerging technologies 

o Policies and penalties related to late assignments 

o Ways to enhance online engagement through both instructor 

presence and student collaboration, such as consistent instructor 

engagement in online communications, brief overview videos, 

announcements via both text and video, and peer review or 

group projects 

• Educational Technology  

o Shared practice tips, particularly related to using video and 

audio to enhance instructor presence 

o The importance of using educational technology tools to design 

online classes that delivers information and resources in 

thematic segments that contextualizes concepts and helps 

students block appropriate time for online learning  
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o Ensuring educational technology is used effectively to serve 

student learning outcomes (e.g., not using the latest technology 

just “because”) 

o Importance of student preparedness (e.g., graduating with 

technology skills and curiosity to adapt to changing tools) 

• Assignments 

o Scaffolding strategies, especially related to long-term 

competencies that span across degrees and programs, as well 

helping students embrace and access educational technology 

o Use of social media and the importance of keeping student 

access and privacy concerns in mind 

o Shared strategies for engagement and motivating online learners 

• Faculty Role 

o Communication openness and accessibility while also setting 

boundaries – which members feel is more difficult in online 

courses than face-to-face courses 

The group’s deep engagement in shared personal practice is highlighted by feelings of 

trust and respect that members expressed during interviews, which is explored in more 

detail later in this study.  
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Social-Constructivism and Collaboration 

The Online Reflective Practitioner group embodies a social-constructivist 

approach in its design through high levels of interaction and shared learning during 

synchronous online meetings. The flexible framework and agenda structure for online 

meetings provides members with opportunities to participate as both experts and 

learners, with an open framework that allows them to share their prior experience and 

collaborate on problems or issues they may be having in their online classes. The 

agendas, facilitation roles, and seasonal cycles of interaction related to exploration, 

collaboration, sharing, and reflection are developed in a dynamic manner, which is 

essential to a constructivist approach (Bates, 2017). 

Another key essential ingredient in PLCs, according to the research, is 

collaboration that enhances student learning outcomes (Hord & Sommers, 2008; Blitz, 

2013). During data collection and analysis, three primary educational tools were used 

to collaborate online: online forums to archive meeting minutes, share resources, and 

post reminders; Google Docs for collaborative article writing and compiling research 

and potential journals and other outlets to share practice; and Zoom for the live web-

based meetings. Collegiality – described as collaboration that works toward a common 

purpose – is an essential ingredient in collaboration (Hord & Sommers, 2008), and the 

Online Reflective Practitioner group appears to embody collegiality as it shares 
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practice, learns together, and works to enhance student learning outcomes. The 

“Course Start-Up” project and its resulting co-authored article mentioned earlier in 

this study are examples of this collaborative work. Members who participated in the 

project were able to implement the learning intervention with a common, shared goal 

into their own online classes and monitor impact. Members routinely shared updates 

on the project and provided and received feedback from others related to 

personalization of the learning intervention, timing, and follow-up with students. In 

addition, when it came to collaborating on the practitioner article, group members felt 

comfortable asking for help and expertise from one another, especially related to 

perceived skill and experience gaps. “I’ll tell you that one of my challenges is that I’m 

not good at research writing… I just don’t have a lot of experience,” one member 

shared, offering to provide support around research compilation. Other members then 

shared the ways in which they could help with the article and all members expressed 

gratitude about the collaborative process, with one thanking the member who had 

agreed to facilitate the process, saying “it’s very helpful and inspirational, too!” The 

group also included the new member in the article creation process by asking her if 

she would be willing to edit the article and provide feedback.  
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Impact 

All members strongly felt that participation in the Online Reflective Practitioner 

group had a positive impact and resulted in practice change on their online teaching 

that contributed to enhanced student outcomes. All members stated that they kept 

some type of notebook or compilation of ideas and resources from the group that they 

would revisit to integrate as time allowed. While some practice change was 

immediate, members described how at other times the change took longer to 

materialize. As an example of immediate practice change, during the interview process 

one member described how information was shared during a monthly meeting session 

related to a rich media solution that had been made available in the past year to the 

university system but was not well-known. The member cited this as an immediate 

practice change that had occurred and was integrated in both the member’s own work 

as well her faculty development work with fellow educators. Other examples of how 

participation in the group led to immediate practice change was in relation to 

enhancing student learning outcomes in online classes. For example, at one of the 

sessions members shared strategies to develop and facilitate relevant, engaging forum 

conversations that tie back to learning outcomes. These strategies included ideas such 

as transitioning online forums from a simple question-and-answer assignment to 

activities that encouraged students to actively apply key concepts through case studies, 

scenario challenges, and activities such as research, collaborative curation of 
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resources, annotation, and interviews. One member had recently attended a training on 

the topic of engaging online discussions, which resulted in a take-away mantra that 

resonated with the group: a forum discussion that asks a question that has an answer is 

not a discussion. Multiple members identified embracing practice change as a result of 

this online PLC meeting and described it as having immediate positive impact on both 

increased student engagement, with supporting evidence coming from student course 

evaluations, informal student feedback, and their own perceptions related to increased 

student engagement. For another member, immediate practice change was inspired by 

both group topic and the experience the group had with Zoom – the very technology 

used for the group’s live online meetings. During one meeting, a member recalled, the 

group had explored research about using video for enhanced instructor presence. And 

while the research was critical to her practice change, shared experiences from others 

who had recorded videos for classes was also vital to her practice change because 

experienced members had explored the importance of giving one’s self permission to 

be relaxed and to stop letting the idea of the “perfect” video get in the way of 

recording. This conversation, in combination with Zoom’s ease of use and quality 

recording capabilities inspired one member to use it to convert text-based module 

overviews in one section of her online course to brief, five- to 10-minute video 

overviews and test if there was a difference between that course and the second 

section, which was identical to the first but did not integrate the video overviews. 
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“Zoom was so easy compared to the prior technology,” the member shared, noting that 

prior video recording technologies were so unreliable or complicated to use, that with 

the new technology she finally felt comfortable with (and felt like she had time to) try 

it in her classes. Comparative end-of-course feedback strongly indicated to this 

member that students had noticed and appreciated the practice change. In addition, 

students were more engaged in the class, which is a common topic of concern for the 

group.   

Other examples of long-term practice change included reviewing and revising 

online courses before they were offered again based on emerging research or practices 

that other members shared. Of particular note is that during the interviews, members 

cited practice changes that mirrored the group’s common topics of concern, such as 

implementing strategies to enhance student feedback, increasing instructor and student 

presence, boosting engagement in online forums, and scaffolding assignments. While 

members did share a few assignment rubrics with one another related to online forum 

participation, the primary artifact that was shared and implemented by members 

during this study’s observation period was the learning intervention and protocols 

related to the “Course Start-Up Message” project as previously described, which 

members noted had high levels of positive impact for their students in relation to 

persistence, improved student engagement, and enhanced student performance related 

to course outcomes.  
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All members strongly believed that participation in the group had both immediate 

and long-term positive impact on their teaching practice and, as result, on their 

student’s learning success. Yet of important note is that two of the members 

interviewed noted that because they continuously strive to enhance student outcomes 

by exploring emerging research and changing their practice each term, that it was 

difficult to differentiate what practice changes were sparked by participation in the 

group: “I keep notes,” one member said, “but it’s hard to tell sometimes what ideas are 

mine and what comes from the group.” 

Supportive Conditions: Maintenance of Community  

The fifth and final key characteristic of PLCs, according to the literature (Hord 

& Sommers, 2008), are the supportive conditions of the community, which are 

comprised of both physical and structural factors and relational factors. Structural 

factors include time, resources needed, schedules and structures that work to minimize 

isolation, policies that allow for autonomy, collaboration, communication, and staff 

development (Boyd, 1992) as well as physical proximity (Louis & Kruse, 1995). 

Relational factors include trust as a key ingredient related to giving and receiving 

feedback about teaching practice, as well as factors that support interpersonal 

development, openness, respect and caring among members (Hord & Sommers, 1998). 

During the study’s interview process, key themes emerged that are related to these 
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concepts from the literature. While most themes are connected to the concepts 

previously described, there were important nuances that provide a deeper context 

about the group. In addition, these emergent themes highlight what members appear to 

value most about their involvement in the Online Reflective Practice Group.  

Trust. Trust was a common theme described by members during the 

interviews, both the importance of having trust within a PLC group as well as strong 

feelings that the Online Reflective Practitioner Group embodied high levels of trust 

between members. This condition was noted by all members as a valued characteristic, 

and it is noted in the literature as an essential ingredient for shared practice (Hord & 

Sommers, 2008).  

“When we question our teaching practice or ask for advice, we expose foibles 

and take a risk by sharing,” one member said. Feelings of trust as a factor for the 

group’s success emerged as a predominant theme when it came to facilitation and 

shared leadership. Trust was also mentioned numerous times during interviews as a 

primary ingredient when it comes to feelings of freedom, ownership, and autonomy. 

“It takes high levels of trust to be able to say to a group, ‘you know, I just can’t 

facilitate this month’ or to let others know where your skills gaps are” one member 

said. While trust is often included in the literature as a key ingredient in successful 

PLCs (Hord & Sommers, 1998), the importance of trust for this group extended 
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beyond addressing the feelings of vulnerability that sharing practices can bring. For all 

members interviewed, trust was also noted as essential to the group’s welcoming, open 

structure. Members who needed to step away to tend to family issues or pressures due 

to school or careers felt comfortable taking time “off” and were never removed from 

the group. Two of the members interviewed described how they had to take time off 

from the group in the past due to professional and family issues. Both members noted 

that because they were not “kicked out” of the group’s online environment they often 

accessed meeting minutes and videos as they had time to stay connected to the group 

and its work. When these members felt like their work-life balance returned to a state 

that allowed them enough time to return, they described the group as welcoming. For 

the member who is currently taking a break from the group, she described that while 

she is sad that she can’t be with the group during the monthly meetings, she feels like 

she may have more time in the future and “wouldn’t hesitate” to reach out to see if the 

group had room for her to re-join. “It’s amazing the level of trust we’ve built online,” 

another member said, reflecting on the group’s history and supportive conditions 

related to membership.  

Openness. Connected to members’ perceptions related to the group’s high 

levels of trust was an emergent theme that focused on the group’s openness to 

exploring ideas and its members’ needs. For the Online Reflective Practitioner Group, 

this openness appears to manifest most strongly in relation to feelings of freedom and 
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autonomy that result from the groups’ organic member-driven social-constructivist 

processes of interaction. During interviews, members expressed perceptions that 

described the group’s structure as “organic” and “morphing” with particular emphasis 

on the loose framework that guided group interactions while allowing freedom to 

individual members. The topics the group explores “comes from us,” one member 

said, adding that “everyone is so busy that I don’t know if we would participate 

regularly if we weren’t allowed to explore topics that were of interest to the group.” 

With meetings that have pre-set, structured topics, the member explained, it is easy to 

dismiss the meeting or feel like it was a waste of time.  For another member, the 

group’s openness and collaborative structure was essential to feelings of freedom and 

ownership. “Our group’s openness is essential to me. It helps me feel wanted, valued, 

and also gives me the freedom to say whatever. I don’t have to worry about what I 

say,” she said. In that way, the member described her feelings of belonging and the 

importance of co-ownership: “it feels kind of like a co-op,” she said. “I feel 

comfortable bringing up topic ideas, even if it’s not on the agenda,” one member said. 

Another member highlighted the group’s structure and facilitation as a source of 

openness, noting “it reminds me of how birds migrating move in and out of the lead 

position from back to front. It’s organic and there’s not a preset expectation about who 

should do what when. There are no ‘turns’ in the group and members volunteer and 

participate according to their own time available and abilities.” Another member 
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expressed how she appreciated the openness of being able to ask questions about 

teaching practice at any time – either during monthly meetings or in between sessions. 

“I know that if I have questions about something that I have a group I can reach out to, 

and I hope that I can return the favor,” she said. 

All members interviewed expressed sentiments of gratitude about the group’s 

trusting and open nature, and many wondered whether particular aspects of the 

group’s make-up might be related to those feelings. For example, one member noted: 

“The group is very open to people’s needs – because we can be. We’re a small group 

and participants are passionate about doing a good job for our students.” The member 

wondered how a larger group size might change the group’s ability to be responsive to 

members’ needs. Another wondering that emerged during the interview process was 

related to the group’s membership and their prior experiences with working in and 

often leading groups. “It might not be as necessary to have strong facilitation skills 

when you have a small group like ours with members who try to create balance in 

interactions” one member said, reflecting that the group also had not experienced 

situations in which members had expressed strong conflicting or opposing views.  

Diverse & Collegial Connectivity. All members noted in some way that the 

group’s diversity was a major aspect of the group’s structure that contributed to 

practice change. While each member has affiliation with the University System of 
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New Hampshire, they also juggle multiple jobs and roles both across the university 

system and in many cases outside of the system. Some members teach as adjunct 

faculty for multiple universities and colleges, some serve as consultants to a variety of 

organizations, and some have a dual role as adjunct faculty and faculty developers. 

This breadth of experience from multiple institutions and roles was cited as an 

important ingredient in the group’s structure because it sparks conversations about 

different ways to approach common student concerns. “It’s not ‘the world according 

to’” one member said, explaining that there is a tendency in groups with educators 

from the same background and college to make assumptions about the group’s 

collective knowledge and experience – both about what knowledge and skills 

members bring to the group, but also about what the solutions should look like given 

the college’s policies and history. While the group is homogeneous in its demographic 

make-up – all members are experienced female educators with at least a decade of 

online teaching experience – the diversity of perspectives and experiences in the 

design, development, and delivery of online education was noted as critical to 

members because it sparked new ways of thinking about teaching practices.   

In response to questions about what motivates members to attend the meetings, 

members were quick to identify “the people” in the group as a primary motivating 

factor. “My first memory of being part of the group was ‘this is awesome – this group 

of people knows so much and has so much to share. And I am so out of my league!’” 
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For this same member, the group compelled her to want to “step up” her game and 

engage more seriously in her practice to “not let the group down.” Another member 

described how because she and her partner both work from home and are caring for an 

aging relative, these family members often see her immediately after she attends the 

monthly meetings and they often mention that she is in a good mood and seems 

“jazzed” after the meetings. “It’s good for my spirit – and when you teach as an 

adjunct, you don’t often get a chance to have connections like this,” she said. The 

importance of connections with colleagues who have diverse backgrounds yet share 

commonality related to online teaching was echoed during interviews with all 

participants. “As an online educator, it’s easy to feel alone in the abyss,” another 

member said. “We often only see our four walls, and the group connects us in a way 

that includes but is more than a friendly ‘girl’s time out’” she said, expressing that the 

group’s focus to help students succeed while fostering a trusting environment to share 

and build skills – such as the article collaboration – provides an important balance.    

One member, who wondered whether it would be beneficial for the Online 

Reflective Practitioner group to establish parameters and guidelines related to 

membership and communication, felt “really comfortable with the way things are.” 

When asked what contributes to the comfort factor, the member replied: “my needs 

are being met.” When asked to describe what those needs are, the member shared: 

“connectedness.” This theme was expressed by all members during interviews, with a 
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strong subcategory emerging as four members interviewed explicitly used the term 

“validation” to describe what the group’s connectedness provided, specifically as it 

relates to feelings of professionalism. One member shared the perspective that 

validation is difficult for adjunct faculty, especially those who teach primarily online. 

“I like working with others who understand and enjoy online education,” another 

member said, describing that many educators in her professional life do not understand 

online education and the group “legitimizes” her experiences.  

Another subcategory that emerged during the interviews was around the concept 

of belonging. Many members expressed feeling more satisfied in their work because 

of their connectedness with the group, and this appeared to be linked to the group’s 

ability to minimize feelings of isolation, which is a common experience among online 

faculty (Dolan, 2011). Members consistently expressed feelings of pride and 

belonging during the interviews, with one member explaining: “As an adjunct, I’m not 

really part of a team. Our group is my team!” And for another member, who has 

multiple part-time roles across three educational organizations, the group is the only 

opportunity in her professional life to be “of” the group as opposed to in a primary 

leadership role. “In my other roles as a faculty member or consultant I have to be in 

charge and leading the process because I have direct oversight of and responsibility for 

the work. This is the one place where I feel like I’m on equal footing,” she said.  
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For members of the group, feelings of belonging extend beyond the group’s 

membership and begin to illuminate connection with institutions they teach for within 

the University System of New Hampshire. Members are not part of other PLCs of this 

kind and were not aware of this type of opportunity existing in other colleges or 

universities they taught within. “It connects me to the profession and also connects me 

to the university,” one member said, describing that she has neither physically visited 

the university she teaches at nor met anyone from the university system. “My 

interview was conducted via the phone and this group, which is voluntary, is the only 

way I’m connected to the organization.” While some members have connections that 

provide opportunities for them to meet in-person under different contexts, multiple 

members noted how their feelings of connectedness and belonging to the group as a 

whole is intriguing given how many members have never met one another in-person. 

“Are we more than just a PLC? Are we friends?” one member wondered during the 

interview process. “Maybe we fall into that ‘critical friends’ category?” she asked, 

noting that “I feel like your students are as important to me as they are to you, and 

mine for you in return.”   

Presence & Educational Technology. While the online space within the Moodle 

LMS provides a critical role in the maintenance of the learning community by serving 

as a repository, historical archive, and portal to collaborative work, it does not appear 

to the be primary factor in the Online Reflective Practitioner group’s ability to 
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cultivate and sustain connectedness. Instead, the group’s practice of holding online 

synchronous meetings – especially after it transitioned to a solution called Zoom – 

appears to be at the heart of the supportive conditions for the group’s maintenance. 

Many noted frustration with prior web-based technologies, because the first few 

sessions were often spent addressing technical issues with the software. “I did 

everything I could to break it,” one member said of Zoom, when the university system 

conducted a pilot test, “and it worked great so I’m happy people are noticing.” This 

was especially important to members, and discussions included the desire to help 

online students build technology skills that are needed in a changing technological 

landscape. During the participant interviews, the major advantages that members felt 

Zoom had over prior or other technologies were related to both its ease of use and the 

primacy it gives to the video presence of people attending. Before using Zoom for 

example, live web meetings were conducted using one technology solution that often 

dropped audio or video intermittently, causing communication lag or incomplete 

reception, while the recording had to be captured by a separate technology that 

sometimes failed to capture video during meetings.   

In direct contrast to these experiences, members felt that Zoom integrated both a 

reliable web-based meeting platform with a reliable recording platform. When it came 

to the technology’s video display, there was significant agreement that the platform 

enhanced human presence by showing all attendees via a grid format. “It’s so nice that 
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we can hear and see everyone at once,” one member said, and other members shared 

similar feelings. In particular, many members noted the ease with which the grid 

display allowed people to read expressions of the entire group, which provided 

members with real-time information that minimized accidentally cutting off or 

speaking over other members. This feature was also noted as especially nice for 

facilitators to be able to identify members – either via facial expressions or by 

removing the “mute” icon on their video panel – who appeared to want to contribute, 

so the facilitator could create an opening for dialog. “I like being able to see faces,” 

one member said, describing how important it is to be able to see expressions, body 

language, and even to see the context of the location participants are in when they join 

meetings, such as home offices.  
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Moser, J. (2018). Live Web-based Meeting Visual Display. 

 

Multiple members also shared that by watching expressions of the group in real time 

they are able to discern whether topics and ideas shared seem to resonate with the 

group or whether it might be time to let the idea go. “Without a technology like Zoom, 

I don’t think we’d be able to have this group,” one member said. For a few members, 
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the technology was just as good – or possibly even better – than attending an in-person 

meeting because of the technology’s ability to present participant videos in a 

democratic way that allowed for full participation. One member summed up her 

feelings by stating: “Being able to see each other is so immediate and feels very 

intimate. It’s easy to forget we’re online.” 

Generalizations 

Single case studies are not well-suited to generalize findings to other populations, 

however they can build upon existing cases and present a new group with an 

opportunity to adjust prior generalizations (Stake, 1995). While a constructivist 

approach to data analysis is suspect of generalizations – especially generalizations 

asserted by others (Patton, 2002) – the case study report and related strategies to 

increase trustworthiness, validity and reliability provides those who engage with the 

narrative description with a context-driven landscape that invites them to decide for 

themselves whether there is anything of value that can be applied in their own realms. 

Another important note about this case study is that while it uses multiple data sources 

and includes a variety of strategies such as member checks to strengthen 

trustworthiness and validity, its approach to triangulation is more aligned with a 

postmodern perspective of crystallization, best expressed by Richardson (2000, p. 934; 

Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005, p. 963): 
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We recognize that there are far more than three sides from which to approach the 

world. [The idea being that crystals embody] an infinite variety of shapes, 

substances, transmutations, multidimensionalities, and angles of approach. 

Crystals are prisms that reflect externalities and refract within themselves, 

creating different colors, patterns, and arrays casting off on different directions. 

What we see depends on our angle of response – not triangulation, but rather 

crystallization. 

While the data collection and analysis process included three sources of data that were 

analyzed and sorted according to Merriam and Tisdell’s (2016) process as previously 

described in chapter 3, this study does not claim that the analysis of three sources of 

data leads to an authoritative declaration of truth that can be easily generalized. 

Instead, category construction and data analysis seek to embrace the strengths of case 

study as a methodology through rich narrative crystallization description. The richer 

the description, according to case study methodologists (Yin, 2014; Stake, 1995), the 

more chance there is for individuals to form generalizations that are applicable to their 

own worlds. These views are in keeping with the study’s social constructivist 

approach, and its contribution to the field joins other cases to spark new 

interpretations. 
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Trustworthiness, Validity & Reliability 

Case studies – and especially single case studies – as a form of trusted, valid, 

and reliable research have been recognized for their own unique strengths but continue 

to struggle against misperceptions about the approach as related to trustworthiness, 

validity, and reliability (Flyvbjerg, 2006); the methodological approach for this study 

included the following strategies to address these issues.  

     

Table 2. Intentional Strategies to Enhance Trustworthiness, Validity & Reliability 

Intentional Strategy How it Enhanced the Study 

Data Collection 

Multiple Data Sources Enhanced credibility (Patton, 1999) and reduced 

chances for misunderstanding or misrepresentation 

(Stake, 1995) 

 

Collection Guides  Focused data collection and minimized bias (Yin, 

2014) 

 

Narrow Observation and 

Artifact Collection 

Minimized reflexivity, in which actions are modified 

because participants are aware they are being observed 

(Yin, 2014); the study only observed interactions and 

artifacts that occurred before the researcher shared 

information about and began the study 

Data Analysis 

Triangulation Promoted validity and reliability by using three data 

sources and coding that data to develop interpretations 

and findings (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Yin, 2014) 

 

Peer Check A discussion with dissertation committee members 

provided a peer review check of data analysis, which 

can enhance the study’s reliability and validity 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Stake, 1995) 
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Member Check Helped validate or enhance plausibility of 

interpretations and findings; embraced a constructivist 

spirit and enhanced rigor during data analysis 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

General 

Case Narrative Rich description allows readers to explore if findings 

are generalizable, boosting the study’s validity and 

reliability (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Stake, 1995)  

 

Transparency Detailed description of methods, procedures, and 

researcher reflexivity helped build trustworthiness and 

dependability (Patton, 2002) 

 

All members participating in this study received an early draft of the case narrative to 

enhance plausibility of interpretations and findings. The member checks and other 

strategies have the benefit of enhancing the study’s validity, trustworthiness, and 

reliability, and they also honor the constructivist approach to the study, the researcher, 

and the group’s expressed identity. It is anticipated that these strategies strengthened 

data collection and analysis to provide a rich, context-dependent narrative that 

contributes to the field “not in the hope of proving anything, but rather in the hope of 

learning something” (Eysenck, in Flyvbjerg, 2006). 
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Chapter 5: Findings, Recommendations, and Suggestions for Further Research  

Findings 

This chapter synthesizes the research and findings from Chapter 4 and 

discusses how findings relate to and may contribute to future research that explores 

how to develop, sustain, and evaluate a fully online PLC within higher education. This 

exploratory qualitative single case study sought to describe essential design 

characteristics of the Online Reflective Practitioner Group – an online PLC in higher 

education – as well as facilitation leadership roles, the types of artifacts produced, and 

how members perceived its structure and impact on their teaching practice and student 

learning outcomes. As a result of this study and the case narrative report, the following 

findings are posited in response to the research questions. 

How is an online PLC in higher education designed and how are educational 

technologies used to facilitate, sustain, collaborate, and share practice?  

The Online Reflective Practitioner Group is an online PLC that is deeply 

committed to enhancing student success in online environments within higher 

education settings. This online PLC embraces a social-constructivist approach to its 

work, with a shared vision and mission to explore, collaborate, share, and reflect on 

teaching and learning strategies that help adult learners succeed in fully online 
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learning environments. The PLC’s design appears to embody social-constructivist 

structures and processes, and members greatly appreciate this approach. Members had 

equal opportunity to edit the online repository and facilitate synchronous web-based 

sessions, and while there were no documented policies, protocols, or facilitation 

schedules, members found these conditions were preferable to more regimented 

approaches to collaborative group work. 

The group used two primary educational technologies during the time of the study. 

An online repository using Moodle, a learning management system hosted by 

Plymouth State University, provided the group with an online environment to archive 

meeting minutes and videos, share links to Google Docs for collaborative online work, 

share research, and provide reminders about upcoming meetings.  

The online learning management system and online asynchronous educational 

technologies such as online forums and Google Docs are secondary to the primary 

mode of communication and collaboration, which is via synchronous web-based 

meetings using the online meeting software, Zoom. Members join the online meeting 

space as single individuals from their own respective locations, and the technology 

includes key attributes that allow the group to facilitate, sustain, collaborate, and share 

with one another, as outlined in the following table.  
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Table 3. Key Attributes of the Web-Based Meeting Technology 

Activity Description of Technology Attributes 

Facilitation The visual display of all attendees’ video in a grid 

format, along with easy visual cues related to when 

attendees either put their audio on mute or taken 

themselves off mute, allows facilitators to be 

responsive to facial expressions and gestures that may 

convey a desire to speak or the need for clarification on 

a topic.  

 

Sustain 

 

The technology’s ease of use and reliability is a 

sustaining factor, specifically related to each member’s 

ability to join monthly meetings without experiencing 

audio or video disruption, and the ease of recording 

and sharing meeting sessions.    

 

Collaborate The participants’ video displays in a grid format, and 

while the current speaker’s video is highlighted within 

the online meeting screen, all members can still be 

seen, creating a democratic virtual space that 

encourages all members to be present and engaged.  

 

Share While screen sharing and other collaborative tools are 

available, the group primarily uses the asynchronous 

sessions and narrative description to share teaching 

practice, research, and collaborative work. The 

technology’s recording ease and reliability has allowed 

the group to consistently share meeting recordings for 

members who are either not active or who are active 

but missed a meeting.   

 

The online repository within Moodle serves primarily as a bridge between monthly 

synchronous online meetings. Members described Zoom as a primary conduit to the 

group’s human interaction and collaboration, and the key attributes that members 
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described above were often followed by perceptions of intense presence that made 

members feel like the meetings were the same – or possibly better – than face-to-face 

meetings.  

These technology features appear to reduce feelings of transactional distance, 

which is a theory that states students experience psychological and communications 

gaps in online settings that can be reduced through interaction (Moore, 1973). The 

technology features as described creates feelings of proximity to one another, and this 

mirrors a study conducted on perception differences between asynchronous and 

synchronous online interactions (Hrastinski, 2008), which explored how students in 

online synchronous sessions indicate that being able to see facial reactions during 

discussions with fellow participants motivated them to continue engaging with peers. 

Presence and educational technology. Two educational technologies were 

primary factors for the group’s interactions: an online repository that all members 

could access and edit if desired, and an online meeting technology that included key 

attributes such as ease of use, reliability, the option to easily record within sessions, 

and a participant and video display panel that cultivated feelings of connectedness and 

presence.  
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How does educational leadership manifest in facilitation roles in an online PLC in 

higher education?  

For the Online Reflective Practitioner group, facilitation roles also embrace a 

social-constructivist approach and rotate between members. There is no set schedule 

or requirements for the facilitation role, and who will serve as the facilitator is decided 

collaboratively from meeting to meeting. Leadership manifests in a facilitator’s ability 

to keep the agenda and conversation going, documenting a synopsis of the meeting 

that is posted online, and allowing for flexibility for off-topic conversation without 

letting the conversation go too far off the original track. Leadership skills in the 

facilitation role include time management, the ability to synthesize and summarize 

dialog for meeting minutes as well as during the meeting to connect different 

perspectives back to the agenda or prior topics explored, and the ability to pose 

iterative questions that are sparked by the group’s dialog. In addition, because there 

are no facilitation guidelines or procedures, leadership in this role is rooted in 

modeling and observation.  

As a group with a social-constructivist structure and members who have vast and 

different experience in higher education settings, leadership in the facilitation role for 

this PLC is distributed and requirements are not explicitly documented. Instead, new 

members learn about the role via modeling and practice, which is in keeping with the 

group’s social-constructivist approach and social learning theory (Bandura, 2002). 
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While this method appeared to work well for this PLC, it is important to note that all 

members are currently mid- to late-career education professionals who identify 

strongly with a dedication to lifelong learning and continuous improvement. For this 

PLC, members have all been part of higher education for a minimum of 10 years with 

some bringing more than 25 years of experience to the group. 

How, why, and what types of artifacts are produced by members as a result of 

participating in an online PLC in higher education?  

The artifacts produced by the Online Reflective Practitioner group during the time-

bound range of this study fall into six primary types, as outlined in the following table. 

Table 4. Artifacts Produced by the Online Reflective Practitioner Group. 

Artifact 

Name 

Type Conditions of 

Production 

Conditions of Use 

Meeting 

Minutes 

Written 

forum 

post 

Written by that 

month’s 

facilitator 

Accessed by upcoming 

facilitators to revisit last 

discussion and possible agenda 

topics; accessed by those who 

missed the meeting session 

Meeting 

video 

recordings  

Video 

recording 

Recorded using 

Zoom; posted 

by member 

Use appears limited; accessed on 

occasion by those who missed the 

meeting session 

Discussion 

Board 

Rubrics 

PDF files Shared via 

forum 

Minimal evidence of use 

Article 

Draft 

Google 

document 

Shared via 

forum 

Used as a collaborative editing 

tool 

Course 

Start-Up 

Project 

Text script 

and 

protocols 

Shared via 

forum 

Multiple participants integrated 

the protocol into online classes; 

the collaboratively written article 
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is a product of that use 

Shared 

research  

articles 

PDF 

documents 

and web 

links 

Shared via 

forum 

Articles appear to have informed 

discussions related to student 

preparedness and success; some 

articles were used in the article 

 

The primary artifacts that have significant evidence of adoption across members is the 

“Course Start-Up” tool and related protocols. Other artifacts serve as historical 

documentation within the group’s online repository, and while members do not 

frequently access these artifacts, all members expressed gratitude that they knew they 

could access this information at any time.  

How do members of an online PLC in higher education perceive its structure and 

its impact on their teaching practice and student learning outcomes?  

During the interview process, all members described the Online Reflective 

Practitioner group’s structure as highly organic and collaborative. In addition, 

members felt that the group’s structure had cultivated strong feelings of trust among 

participants, which provided an essential condition to sharing questions and teaching 

practice with fellow colleagues who they admired. While there are no documented 

communications or membership guidelines, the group did develop a flexible 

framework that outlined seasonal cycles of interaction related to intentional phases for 

exploration, collaboration, sharing and reflection.  
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Supportive condition: Trust. Trust was identified as an important part of the 

group’s structure, which allows members to share professional and personal needs 

with one another without fear or shame. Exploration discussions during monthly 

meetings often included members expressing concern or disappointment related to 

student performance. During interviews, members felt strongly that while they have no 

hesitation when sharing these concerns, the ease with which they shared teaching 

practice and admitted when they did not understand a concept or have a particular skill 

was directly related to high levels of trust within the PLC.   

Supportive condition: Openness. Members perceive the group’s structure as 

contributing to feelings of openness, which was consistently described as an essential 

characteristic. Feelings about openness were directly related to the group’s flexible 

structure regarding two primary areas. The first area where members felt openness was 

critical was around requirements for membership – or in the case of this PLC, the lack 

thereof. Because there are no documented or informal requirements related to what 

constitutes membership in the PLC, members appreciate that the group allows them to 

take time off as needed when personal and / or professional events take priority. In 

addition, the openness related to rejoining the PLC was noted as essential, which has 

been as simple as sending an e-mail that lets the group know that a member has time 

again to join the group. The second area in relation to openness that was noted by all 

members was the flexible framework related to meeting agendas. Members 
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appreciated the organic processes of interaction with caring colleagues that provided a 

loose structure to anchor the dialog and interactions while also allowing freedom to 

individual members. The PLC’s topics and focus are generated collectively from 

within the group, which contributes to feelings of autonomy and ownership.  

Supportive condition: Diverse and collegial connectivity. The members of 

the group and their diverse experiences in online education are essential to its structure 

and both motivates members to continuously strive to enhance their teaching practice 

while also serving as a validating force for their professional identity. This supportive 

condition also contributed to feelings of validation and belonging, with members 

noting how isolating it can be for online adjunct teachers to connect with others and 

feel part of their hiring organizations. An important distinction in relation to diversity 

was noted during interviews: while members recognized and greatly appreciated the 

diversity of perspectives that were present related to varied disciplines that were 

represented as well as differences between the wide variety of organizations members 

taught for, the homogeneity of the group was also noted. Members wondered, for 

example, what would happen to the group’s structure if new teachers, teachers from 

other regions, or teachers of different genders were to join the PLC. Yet there was no 

motivation among members to seek out this increased diversity because they felt very 

comfortable with the group and did not want to risk changing its dynamics. 
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Supportive condition: Educational technology and presence. When the 

Online Reflective Practitioner group transitioned to using the online meeting software 

Zoom after the University System of New Hampshire invested in the technology, 

members noted an immediate positive change in relation to the ability to be engaged in 

the meetings. The ease of recording the meetings within-session and sharing the 

recordings alongside meeting minutes enhanced the ability for inactive members to 

stay connected to the group while taking time off. In addition, the use of an online 

meeting technology that is easy to use, reliable, and shares video in a way that 

enhances feelings of presence among all members during meetings contributes to 

feelings of connectedness and reduced isolation that they feel in their adjunct faculty 

roles. 

Impact on teaching practice. Members are united in their desire to 

continually test and refine teaching practice to increase student success in online 

courses. Members cited numerous examples of how the group has impacted their 

teaching practice, such as changes to online forum questions to enhance engagement, 

increased use of asynchronous video to contextualize learning and enhance instructor 

presence, and scaffolding assignments across the term to help students build skills and 

create opportunities for just-in-time feedback and coaching. In addition, the group’s 

use of Zoom during meetings sparked both curiosity and motivation to implement new 
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evidence- and practitioner-informed teaching strategies using the educational 

technology in their online courses.   

Impact on student outcomes. Members strongly feel that the group’s 

structure contributes to enhanced student learning outcomes. Evidence of this was 

found at an individual level in student course evaluations, forum engagement, and 

persistence. Yet all members in this study serve in an adjunct role for multiple 

institutions, and many expressed that without formal projects such as the “Course 

Start-Up” project that it can be difficult to identify which teaching practices are 

directly related to participation in the PLC.  

Differences 

Of important note are the differences that manifested during the data analysis 

between the case studied and the finer points of the key characteristics of PLCs as 

described in literature that is focused on K-12 settings (Hord & Sommers, 2008). The 

following section describes the differences noted.   

Shared Values and Vision. In the group studied, the members each had ties to the 

same university system, and yet linkages between the group’s shared vision for student 

success in online classes and the colleges and universities they represented was not 

present. This linkage between academic leadership and PLCs is a significant factor for 

PLCs in K-12 settings where the values and vision are often shaped collaboratively on 
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behalf of the school with intense involvement by the principal (Hord & Sommers, 

2008). During interviews, members indicated that in their adjunct teaching roles they 

did not have strong connections to the college or university. For most, the group 

served as their primary, if not only, connection to the educational organization. A few 

members also served in roles in addition to the adjunct role – either as faculty leads or 

faculty developers – and these roles helped connect them in a different way to the 

educational organizations and associated missions. Yet most members felt their role as 

adjunct faculty was not connected to their hiring organizations because they were not 

involved in any other events or conversations at their college or university. This is an 

important difference between these members’ experiences and K-12 settings where the 

principal either creates or collaboratively co-creates and shares the school’s vision to 

all stakeholders through powerful communication strategies (Hord & Sommers, 2008). 

This difference is closely associated with the differences observed in the supportive 

and shared leadership characteristic. 

Supportive and Shared Leadership. Successful PLC models, according to the 

literature, also include supportive administrators who view themselves as co-learners 

of a collaborative learning workplace where all can contribute. At the same time, these 

leaders express clear boundaries related to a PLC member’s decision-making 

parameters and the context and conditions for decisions that remain with the 

principal’s authority (Hord & Sommers, 2008), For this study, the group represents 
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multiple sister institutions within the same university system, and while it has 

supportive and shared leadership within its own group, there are no ties to provosts or 

other leaders from within the system, and members were not sure whether 

administrators were even aware of the group and its work.  

Collective Learning and Application. In addition to attributes previously 

described, collective learning and its application requires a continuous cycle of 

reflection that includes dialog with colleagues who monitor student performance data 

(Hord & Sommers, 2008). In K-12 settings, this work is often led by staff who are 

developing leadership skills. For the members of this group, connectivity to provosts, 

deans, or other staff in leadership roles was missing. Because this connection was 

missing for this group, there is a gap in the “monitoring so necessary for new practices 

to be implemented well and for the entire staff to be aware of the effects of their new 

practices” (Hord & Sommers, p. 13, 2008). While recent calls for PLCs in higher 

education (Eaker & Sells, 2015) encourage faculty to be intimately connected with 

organizational efforts related to student learning outcomes, this connectivity may be 

able to take on different forms, especially as universities and colleges rely on a more 

distributed, contingent faculty base with time limitations.   

Shared Personal Practice. In the literature on PLCs, which is focused on K-12 

settings, the principal is the facilitator and cultivator of relationships within PLCs 
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(Hord & Sommers, 2008). A significant difference in this case study is the absence of 

an educational leader who serves in this role. Data analysis of the three sources reveals 

a highly collaborative, collegial, and trusting group that has no identified or 

observable leader.  

Supportive Conditions. Data analysis reveals that the group has rich and deep 

structural and relational supportive conditions through a variety of educational 

technologies and undocumented group norms that appear to have been organically and 

collaboratively developed. One primary difference, however, is related to policies for 

staff development. As previously mentioned, the group does not have established 

connections or dialog with key leadership. Although the group informally works to 

fulfill development needs as questions arise, there is no formal mechanism for the 

group to be able to share development needs and advocate for supports. During 

interviews, members commonly expressed that if they heard about an educational 

technology or idea that they wanted to experiment with, they would take ideas from 

the meeting and explore them on their own to identify ways they could be 

implemented.  

Continuous Improvement Cycles in PLCs. In addition to the differences noted 

above, exploring the Cycle of Continuous Improvement developed by Learning 

Forward (2011) in relation to this case study illuminates the following differences 
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between guidance on K-12 PLCs and observations of the Online Reflective 

Practitioner Group. 

 

Table 5. Noted Differences in the Cycle of Continuous Improvement 

Step Description of Differences 

1. Use data to determine 

student and educator 

learning needs 

The data used to inform student and educator learning 

needs is rooted in practice and shared observations 

related to online teaching. Participants in their adjunct 

faculty role do not have access to organizational data. 

 

2. Identify student and 

aligned educator learning 

goals 

 

The group engages in reflective practice that shares 

learning goals in a general way, typically focused on 

ways that broad teaching and learning practices can 

enhance student learning outcomes.  

 

3. Develop educator’s 

knowledge and skills 

While the group contributes in this development 

through knowledge and information-sharing, skill 

development is conducted to varying degrees outside 

of the group and often in isolation. 

 

4. Select and implement 

new practices 

Group members stated that they often select and 

implement new practices that they learned about during 

group work. The Course Start-Up Message project is 

one example of a collaborative implementation, yet 

most selection and implementation activities occur at 

the individual faculty level. In addition, although 

members felt strongly that the group informed their 

practice, many members noted that it is often difficult 

to discern the difference between a practice they 

implemented based on their own research as compared 

to a practice selected and implemented because of 

participation in the group. 

 

5. Use new strategies with Members often used new strategies and sometimes 
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local support  shared them with colleagues at their institution within 

the university system; no evidence of local support 

exists, primarily because there is no mechanism for 

these faculty members to share both strategies and 

support needs locally.  

 

6. Monitor and refine 

implementation  

As a group that appears to be intrinsically motivated to 

enhance student learning outcomes, members often 

described their own approaches to monitoring and 

enhancing practice. While insights are shared with the 

group, there are no known mechanisms for faculty to 

share insights with academic leadership within their 

institutions.    

 

7. Evaluate results While the group has engaged in practitioner-based 

evaluation efforts in Course Start-Up Message group 

project, members expressed a desire to participate in 

empirical research. Members have identified a lack of 

knowledge about which educational leaders from 

various sister institutions could help the group engage 

in cross-systems empirical research projects. 

 

 Important Considerations. During interviews, members touched upon 

several important factors that they perceived were essential to the group’s success. 

Feelings of trust, validation, connectedness, and belonging were essential to help the 

group collaborate and strongly contributed to members’ feelings of connection to the 

field of online faculty practitioners. In addition, the group’s small size may play a vital 

factor in cultivating these feelings, especially as it relates to the group’s social-

constructivist make-up, and shared facilitation. In addition, the group’s use of Zoom as 

an online meeting technology for synchronous web-based meetings works because, as 

members consistently expressed, every participant could be seen on the screen. With 
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numbers larger than 15 or so members, a participant’s computer screen size may limit 

the number of people who could be viewed at the same time. These are essential 

considerations and more research is needed to provide evidence-informed practices 

around designing and evaluating online PLCs. 

Recommendations 

The study’s case narrative and findings provide descriptive data about a fully 

online PLC in higher education. The following section identifies essential 

considerations when developing, sustaining, and evaluating online PLCs in higher 

education, which could begin to address the research gap on fully online PLCs (Blitz, 

2013), especially within higher education settings in which little research has been 

conducted. Recommendations are based on findings in relation to the research 

problem and conceptual themes from the literature.  

Definitions 

The following new definitions are proposed in order to provide the field of study 

in both PLCs and online education with more precision when exploring concepts 

related to online and social-constructivist educational activities.   

Online-Hybrid PLC. A new definition is needed to describe the nature of the 

phenomenon of a PLC that exists in a fully online manner yet meets virtually via live 
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web-based meeting software. Current definitions as explored in the literature review 

related to online learning do not capture the full nature of this type of interaction 

because they are missing nuances related to synchronous sessions conducted using 

online technology. While the interactions and work does take place in a fully online 

context and no traditional face-to-face sessions are required, online synchronous 

sessions appear to be the heart of the group’s collaboration. Current definitions related 

to online education include language that indicates that no face-to-face sessions are 

required. As online technology begins to become more effective and accessible to 

learners, synchronous sessions provide opportunities for a different kind of online 

experience where face-to-face sessions happen, but in a fully online context that 

appears to close the transactional distance gap (Moore, 1978), which once viewed 

physical face-to-face interactions as the closest proximal learning environment. In 

exploring a new definition that captures this nuance, going back to the roots of early 

online social connectivity is illuminating. The online landscape in the United States 

was adopted and colonized early on by “hippies in cyberspace” (Covello, 2018). One 

example of an early adopter of the online environment was The Well, which included 

early forms of online groups by topic of interest. What is striking about historical 

accounts of The Well (Wired, 1997) is how its founder viewed the intersection of the 

online space with face-to-face experiences:  
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[Stuart Brand - the founder] had a hunch that, in addition to electronic dialog, 

there should be a strong face-to-face element to The Well.... He sensed that the 

most interesting possibility to arise from knitting electronic dialog into the fabric 

of everyday life would lie not in championing either the virtual or the human-

contact model but rather in finding the place where they overlapped. (Wired, 

1997). 

For the Online Reflective Practitioner group, it appears that its structure is so far 

online that it has entered a new place where the human-contact and virtual space has 

collapsed into a new modality: the online-hybrid. For the purpose of research on fully 

online PLCs that incorporate synchronous online face-to-face interaction, the 

following definition is posited: In Online-Hybrid PLCs, members meet regularly as a 

collaborative team to exchange ideas, identify opportunities to enhance teaching 

practices and related professional development needs, as well as to monitor student 

progress. Interactions and collaborative work occur within traditional asynchronous 

online communications contexts as well as synchronous sessions that use online 

meeting technologies for video-based face-to-face sessions that minimize 

transactional distance through technological features that enhance facilitation, 

collaboration, and sharing. Participants may see one another in face-to-face contexts 

outside of the online PLC, yet primary PLC work is conducted fully within the digital 

habitat and during synchronous web-based video meetings.  
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 Constructionist-Constructivist PLCs. This study points to a complexity in 

the group’s make-up and interactions that is not captured by existing definitions 

related to social-constructivist PLCs, meaning that educators create, lead, and sustain 

learning and professional development (Blitz, 2013). Findings in this study indicate 

that the Online Reflective Practitioner group embraces a social-constructivist approach 

to its work together and members are intensely focused on discovering teaching and 

learning strategies that help adult learners succeed in fully online learning 

environments. Yet research findings in this study also indicate intensely individualistic 

work in between monthly meetings, especially when it comes to application and 

evaluation of teaching strategies and learning interventions. Aside from the “Course 

Start-Up” project, meaning-making between sessions related to teaching practice and 

student outcomes is autonomous and self-directed, as the online adjunct teaching role 

within their institutions embraced high levels of freedom, ownership, and autonomy 

related to teaching practices within online courses. This distinction between 

constructionist processes, which are highly collaborative, and constructivist processes, 

which are individualistic, was noted by Michael Crotty (1998) in relation to meaning-

making and has important implications in a group’s meaning-making processes. While 

Crotty advocated for developing a clear distinction between the two meaning-making 

approaches, findings from this study indicate that the group’s structure is not easily 

relegated to an either / or approach. Instead, this researcher posits that the Online 
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Reflective Practitioner PLC is both constructionist and constructivist, and a new 

definition is needed to capture PLCs that embody both approaches in its design and 

processes of interaction. A new definition can also help orient researchers in the field 

to examine these seemingly opposed yet intimately connected approaches. For the 

purpose of PLCs that have both constructionist and constructivist structures, the 

following definition is posited: A constructionist-constructivist PLC includes 

educators who have co-occurring identities: on one hand, these members meet 

regularly as a collaborative team to exchange ideas, identify opportunities to enhance 

teaching and learning practices and related professional development needs, as well as 

monitoring student progress. At the same time, members primarily work 

independently, with application of teaching practices and monitoring of student 

progress occurring within a private sphere that either is not (or sometimes cannot be 

due to privacy issues) shared during PLC meetings. 

Conclusion  

Futurist Bryan Alexander, a researcher and educator who works in the field of 

technology transformation in education, has been documenting instances of significant 

full-time and tenured faculty cuts across colleges and universities since mid-2016 as 

organizations struggle to meet budget projections amid declining enrollments. Coining 

the phrase “queen sacrifices” to describe this phenomenon (Alexander, 2016), the 
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number of colleges and universities engaging in this approach appears to be growing 

rapidly. A recent report by the Government Accountability Office (2017) shows that 

contingent faculty at four-year institutions made up 61 percent of instructional 

positions. Of critical importance is the nature of the data that is collected and reported: 

although the reports are published annually, the 2017 report is drawing from 2015 

data. As higher education begins to see more cuts to full-time faculty, current 

estimates of contingent faculty may increase rapidly over the next few years. In fact, if 

institutions are shedding full-time faculty as quickly as they appear to be in 

Alexander’s work, the field of higher education may have already exponentially 

increased the percentage of its contingent faculty base without fully understanding its 

impact. While the idea of higher education’s changing landscape has been noted in the 

literature since at least the 1970s, these trends point to a critical need for institutes of 

higher education to better understand their new workforce and develop innovative 

ways for faculty collaboration and development.  

This study contributes to the research related to PLCs in higher education, with 

a particular emphasis on online-hybrid PLCs. As a single case study, it offers a 

narrative-rich example of an online-hybrid PLC in higher education and encourages 

readers to draw their own conclusions about its potential as an approach for faculty 

development that seeks to improve student learning outcomes by creating 

collaborative teams that monitor and respond to opportunities to enhance student 
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outcomes (Eaker & Sells, 2015). Yet the complexity of variables within higher 

education – especially for online-hybrid PLCs that include contingent faculty across 

systems – is an essential consideration for development of and continued research on 

these groups. A new logic model for online-hybrid PLCs in higher education is critical 

to help these groups engage in a culture of continuous understanding, evaluation, and 

enhancement of instructional strategies that enhance student learning outcomes. 

As a faculty member and practitioner who oversees faculty development 

efforts for an institute of higher education that is comprised primarily of contingent 

faculty, this study broadens my own understanding of the field and points to important 

considerations for faculty development and the design and evaluation of online-hybrid 

PLCs. For example, ensuring that technology has key attributes that allow for and are 

used in a way that minimizes transactional distance appears to be an essential factor 

needed to create supportive conditions for online-hybrid PLCs. Cultivating conditions 

for contingent faculty to drive innovation in teaching practice through collaborative 

work that is both constructivist and constructionist appears to be important to feelings 

of both legitimacy in the profession and freedom, autonomy, and authority. 

Researching best variables in relation to an online-hybrid PLC’s group make-up and 

size is a critical next step, along with gaining a deeper understanding about how to 

cultivate feelings of trust, validation, connectedness, and belonging in this modality.  
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This case study takes up residence in the current void of literature and research 

on online-hybrid PLCs in higher education, especially those that are social-

constructivist in nature. The study contributes two new definitions to the field and 

points to potential paths for future development and study of a field devoted 

specifically to PLCs within higher education to ensure faculty development efforts 

embrace evidence-based practices. This research shares new knowledge, yet when it 

comes to case studies, Stake claims that “meticulous readers find the infinite void still 

lying just beyond” (1995). As researchers, this infinite void is a horizon that constantly 

unfolds in front of us, beckoning us to continue to explore and advance the field. As a 

single case study, this research awaits other studies that can inform the field and 

refine, challenge, and adjust our understanding about whether PLCs in higher 

education – and online-hybrid PLCs in particular – impact faculty development and 

organizational change in a way that enhances student learning outcomes. The infinite 

void awaits!  
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Appendices 

APPENDIX A – Observation Typology 

The following typology will guide observations of the selected case, and 

follows observation protocols as suggested by Stake and Merriam & Tisdell (1995, 

2016). The completed product will comprise the observation field notes.  

Observations 

Observation that is systematic, focuses on a specific set of research questions, and 

includes checks and balances, moves from casual observation to a research tool 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). In addition to the constructs below that guide the 

observation phase of data collection, notes will be made about potential connections 

to Hord’s (2004) list of essential characteristics. 

A Note About Observation of Online Data Sources 

A variety of data sources may be encountered, including text, video, audio, or 

photographs. Be sure to note the timing of interactions and add timestamps and other 

important information.  

Observations of General Constructs Based on the Literature 

 

Date: 

Time: 

Purpose: 

Construct Initial Observation Notes Follow-up, hunches, 

feelings, 

speculations, 

working hypothesis 

Professional Learning Communities 



THE DISTANCE, DIMINISHED                                                                123                                            

 

   

 
 

• Design of the 

online community 

(general 

description and 

notes about 

possible ties to 

essential 

characteristics) 

 

 

 

• Constructivist? 

 

 

 

• Established 

communication 

guidelines? 

 

 

 

• Shared values, 

vision 

 

 

 

 

• Collective 

learning and the 

application of 

learning 

 

 

 

 

• Shared practice 
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• Supportive 

conditions for the 

maintenance of 

the learning 

community 

 

 

 

 

 

Diagram of setting 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Construct Initial Observation Notes Follow-up, hunches, 

feelings, 

speculations, 

working hypothesis 
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Educational leadership in facilitation roles 

• General 

description 

 

 

 

 

 

• Clarity in 

leadership roles 

 

 

 

 

 

• Opportunities for 

shared leadership, 

ownership, 

freedom and 

autonomy 

 

 

 

  

Construct Initial Observation Notes Follow-up, hunches, 

feelings, 

speculations, 

working hypothesis 

Focus on student success 

 

• Student learning, 

outcomes, 

engagement, or 

other factors that 

may be related to 
efforts to improve 

student learning 

outcomes 
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Construct Initial Observation Notes Follow-up, hunches, 

feelings, 

speculations, 

working hypothesis 

Educational Technologies  

 

• How and what 

types of 

technologies 

are used? 

• How and what 

types of 

technologies 

are used to 

collaborate? 

• Artifacts (see 

Artifact Analysis 

section for more 

detail)  

  

Constructs that Appear to Exist Elsewhere but Cannot 

be Observed  

 

Construct Observation Notes Follow-up, hunches, 

feelings, 

speculations, 

working hypothesis 

Professional Learning 

Communities 

• Design of the 

online community 

• Educational 

leadership that is 

skilled in 

facilitation 

• Focus on student 

success 

• Shared leadership  
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• Opportunities to 

reflect and share 

work for 

continued 

enhancement 

• Collaboration that 

seeks to enhance 

student success 

 

 

Online Digital Habitat 

• Educational 

technologies 

• are cloud-

based tools 

beyond the 

LMS used? 

• Participant 

experiences  

• Artifacts  

  

Observations About the Researcher’s Own Observation 

Actions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Assertions Upon Reflection 

Assertions may derive from an observer’s own 

understanding, research activities, personal experience, or 

other sources; speculation or theory should be notated 

(Case, 1995).  
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APPENDIX B – Artifact Analysis 

This study will use a blend of preset and emergent codes for artifact analysis, 

which is a typical approach for qualitative analysis of data sources of this type 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

The following preset codes will be used to begin artifact analysis in an attempt 

describe the nature of the data, with emergent codes resulting from descriptions: 

    Category 

Artifact 

Name 

Type Conditions 

of 

Production 

Conditions 

of Use 

Primary Auxiliary N/A 

       

       

       

 

Emergent codes for artifact analysis will be reflexive and developed by the 

researcher during the analysis phase, which is typical of qualitative content analysis 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 
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APPENDIX C – Interview Guide 

Interviews will follow a semi-structured design (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) that 

is informed by Patton’s (2015) suggestions to ask questions that are related to 

experience and behavior, opinions and values, feelings, knowledge, sensory 

experiences, and demographic and background information. 

Interview Guide 

 

Introduction: Thank you for taking the time to talk with me. This session will be 

recorded according to the data protocols outlined in the informed consent form, and as 

a reminder, participation in this study is voluntary and you may withdraw at any time. 

Do you have any questions at this time? 

Question Type Questions 

Background & 

Demographic 

Questions 

Question: How many years have you been involved in education? 

How many years in higher education, in particular? 

 

Background & 

Demographic 

Questions 

Question: Would you be willing to briefly describe your 

background with online courses and / or online meetings? 

 

Opinions & 

Values 

Question: Briefly, what are your thoughts about online education 

as compared to other modalities, including concerns and benefits 

Knowledge 

Questions 

Question: What might you be able to share with me about the 

topic of professional learning communities? 

Experience & 

Behavior 

Question: I wondered if you could describe the group to me? 

• What does typical “month in the life of” looks like for the 
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Questions 

 

group, and what is the group’s purpose 

Knowledge/ 

Feelings 

Question: Can you describe how you first learned about the 

group?  

• What motivates you to participate? 

• How do you feel about being a member of the group? 

Experience & 

Behavior 

Questions 

 

Question: How do you view your role as a member of this group?  

• Are there communication guidelines?  

• What is required of the facilitator role for this group? How 

did you learn what was expected in this role? 

• How is shared leadership cultivated?   

• Can you share any thoughts about feelings of ownership, 

freedom, and autonomy you’ve experienced in the group? 

Experience & 

Behavior / 

Knowledge 

Questions 

Question: How do you and other members collaborate in this 

online group? 

• What types of products or outputs are typically created by 

the group? 

• How are these created? For what purpose are they created? 

Experience & 

Behavior 

Questions 

Question: What can you share about the design of the online 

digital habitat? 

• What can you share about the technology used for this 

group’s meetings? What software platform are you 

currently using to meet with the group? Can you provide 

any advantages/disadvantages to these technologies? 

Experience & 

Behavior 

Questions 

Question: Could you describe any opportunities you’ve had to 

reflect and share work as a result of participating in the group? 

 

Sensory 

Questions 

 

Question: Can you describe what the experience of having online 

meetings with fellow faculty is like for you? 

• questions related to feelings of presence, connection, 

and/or what the participant feels is missing from the online 

group and wishes could happen in an online setting? 

• What do you think about the grid format of video 

presentation? Do you think it would change dynamics if 

some people joined individually and others joined together 

from same room? 

Feeling 

Questions 

Question: Last year we had one member leave and we considered 

and ultimately agreed to have another join the group. Did you see 
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this as an impactful event and if how and to what extent? 

Opinions and 

Values 

Questions 

Question: What is your opinion about whether participation in the 

group has impacted your teaching and learning practice? Any 

specific examples of impact? 

Opinions and 

Values 

Questions 

Question: Do you feel that topics and collaborative work is 

collectively and organically generated? And if so, how and to 

what extent do you feel this is essential to this group?  

Opinions and 

Values 

Questions 

Question: How would you describe what this group offers you as 

a practitioner and in general?  

• Why do you want students to succeed in online courses? 

• What else would you like to share about the group? 
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APPENDIX D – Case Report Outline & Checklist 

In addition to Stake’s Critique Checklist for a Case Study Report (1995), his case 

report outline will guide the narrative description of the case report: 

• Identify the problem statement, purpose, and methodology of the study 

• Develop an extensive narrative of the case that describes it in a way that 

includes minimal interpretation and focuses on observations that define the 

case and contexts 

• Develop key issues to illuminate the complexity of the case, often drawing on 

other research and literature  

• Describe ways observational data has been confirmed (e.g., analysis of the 

other two data sources as methodological triangulation) as well as steps taken 

to disconfirm observations 

•  Present a summary of what I understand about the case and how 

generalizations have changed 
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